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ABSTRACT 
 





Invoked as the novel’s generic other, poetry is simultaneously central and 
marginal in our understanding of the Victorian novel.  Poetry is the idealism to the 
novel’s realism, the elevated verse to the novel’s prosaic prose, entering into our theories 
of the novel only so that it can be expelled.  Even when we define the novel as the genre 
of complete inclusion, poetry is singled out as the ultimate expression of monoglossia, 
which the novel subsumes without altering its own generic identity.  In my dissertation, 
Losing the Margin: Poetry and Poetic Form in the Victorian Novel, I argue that Victorian 
novelists engage poetry not as a simple foil against which to defend the borders of their 
genre, but as a shifting collection of representational techniques that highlight the 
limitations of the novel and attempt to transgress them. 
In Victorian Britain, the definitions of poetry and the novel were sharply 
contested.  The growing popularity and prestige of the novel challenged poetry’s position 
at the top of the genre hierarchy, but also inspired experimental combinations of the 
various elements that constitute each genre.  Moreover, “poetry” was not only a category 
of texts but also, in the works of critics like Arnold and Carlyle, a powerful keyword in 
debates around British cultural identity, political authority, epistemology, and religion.  
There was no singular “poetry” against which novelists reacted; novelists cobbled their 
own strategic definitions from available formal, historical, material, and ideological 
components. 
Because poetry for Victorians was a dense intersection of the literary and the 
social, my dissertation examines not only the relation between literary genres, but also 
the relation between literary form and social representation.  Each of the texts I examine 
uses poetry to foreground the ways in which the novel genre restricts representations of 
social issues or marginalized groups.  The novel was often characterized as a relatively 
unconstrained genre.  Poetic novelists reveal the often-overlooked constraints of prose 
fiction.  More importantly, they demonstrate that all form necessarily enables as well as 
limits representation possibilities.  I focus in particular on novelists’ uses of poetic 
form—meter and the sonic, conceptual, and temporal patterns it engenders— as a means 
of manipulating relations between parts and wholes, closure and infinite expansion, and 
linear and cyclical temporality.  I do not claim that poetry is inherently less repressive 
than the novel.  On the contrary, it is bi-generic texts that, in their integration of poetry 
and the novel, promise to create newer and more complex representational possibilities 
than either genre could produce alone. 
My first chapter examines the poetic chapter epigraphs of Eliot’s Middlemarch.  
Critics tend to shun Eliot’s epigraphs because they appear to reduce the complexities of 
prose chapters to poetic truisms and the novel as a whole to verbose repetition of 
canonical, poetic predecessors.  I argue, however, that Middlemarch is part of a genre I 
call epigraphic novels, in which novelists use the regular alternation between poetry and 
prose to re-contextualize received knowledge.  Expanding on the examples of Radcliffe 
and Scott, Eliot offers epigraphs that force readers to supplement and revise their original 
interpretations of them.  Epigraphs thus remain self-contained wholes, articulating the 
universal truths that give meaning and order to what seem like random, prosaic 
particulars.  Equally, they are only parts of the novel, and as prose chapters complicate 
our initial understanding of the epigraphs, readers realize that any epistemological 
framework is a finite approximation of an infinitely expansive whole.  What Eliot adopts 
from poetry is not its authoritative content, but its form, in which all units are 
simultaneously self-sufficient and part of a larger totality.  
While Eliot feared the disorder of prose realism, Charlotte Brontë found the novel 
oppressive in its order.  In Shirley, Brontë’s indictment of the limited social positions 
available to women, poetry promises alternatives that make palpable the limitations of the 
novel’s marriage plot and prose description.  It was often claimed that, while prose 
language was innately human and strove for perfect clarity, poetry originated in prophets’ 
attempts to convey the word of God to human minds.  Poetry thus asserts meaning while 
also partially obscuring it, preventing readers from presuming to understand fully.  
Brontë adapts this paradoxical epistemology to her narrative by quoting poetry in 
fragments, rendering it literally partially legible.  These fragments conjure “phantom 
plots”: dim visions of female partnership, erotic violence, and departures to foreign lands 
that are never realized and whose ghostly presence renders the conventional marital end a 
dreary and painful constriction. 
In my third chapter, my focus narrows to the particular limitations of the social 
problem novel as a subgenre that seeks to critique the capitalist structures in which it is 
produced.  Elizabeth Gaskell’s Mary Barton is often criticized for its conciliatory ending, 
in which the happy resolution of Mary’s individual narrative obscures the massive scale 
and emphatically unresolved nature of industrial poverty of 1840s Manchester.  I argue 
that Gaskell’s obviously artificial resolution in fact reveals the central problems of the 
social problem novel: that the novel’s focus on individual narratives demands resolution 
generally, and the novel’s middle-class readership demands specifically a resolution that 
will promote the status quo.  Gaskell defies these limits, challenging her own narrative by 
inserting into her novel several full-length poems on the theme of industrial suffering.  
The poems are not constrained by the demands of a middle-class readership: they were 
written by Manchester laborers, and in the novel they are depicted within a network of 
manual reproduction and circulation independent of the capitalist literary marketplace.  
Exploiting meter, rhyme, and other recursive structures of verse, they bombard readers 
with images of suffering that multiply rather than resolve.  The poem-novel hybrid 
conveys the scale of poverty while still representing workers as individuals, and 
confronts readers with the need for reform in the present while holding out hope for a 
resolution in the future. 
 Thomas Hardy is known for littering his novels with poetic quotations, but his 
unquoted poems are far more innovative, allowing him to dissolve narrative time and 
space.  In my fourth chapter, I argue that scenes of “lyric labor” in Tess of the 
D’Urbervilles undo Tess’s identity as fallen woman and resist, momentarily, her 
narrative of doom.  Labor in Hardy’s novel is rhythmic, consisting of a simple action 
repeated at length.  Tess sets the tempo of her labor by singing ballads, literally 
embodying their rhythm as she cuts grain or turns soil.  These ballads are not quoted, so 
that the poems are present in the novel only in the poetic temporality they impart to these 
scenes.  Time dissolves into a series of indistinguishable moments, suspending Tess’s 
fallen woman narrative in the face of the eternal present of lyric.  Spatial borders dissolve 
too: the rhythm of labor pulses through Tess’s body, but also through her tools and the 
environment around her, until our protagonist has “lost her own margin, imbibed the 
essence of her surrounding, and assimilated herself with it.”  Insensible to the meter, the 
reader maintains her margins, but has a vision of a vanished social subject on which 
narrative, and its attending ideology, cannot act.  If poetry in Eliot gives new form to the 
novel, then poetry in Hardy de-forms the novel, eroding the fundamental structure of 
narrative.  In both cases, its engagement with poetry reveals the novel to be a genre in 
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“To be a poet is to have a soul so quick to discern 
that no shade of quality escapes it, and so quick to feel, that 
discernment is but a hand playing with finely ordered 
variety on the chords of emotion—a soul in which 
knowledge passes instantaneously into feeling, and feeling 
flashes back as a new organ of knowledge.” 
“But you leave out the poems,” said Dorothea.1  
 
 
 The Victorian novel is saturated with poetry.  Characters recite poems in 
schoolrooms and toss off witty epigrams in drawing rooms; they cite Bible verses and 
sing ballads; they write love poetry, read love poetry, and ruthlessly mock love poetry.  
Poetry shapes narrative through its prophetic utterance.  It defines characters as disparate 
as Thackeray’s old maids and Wilkie Collins’ scheming villain.  It is reproduced and 
circulated in ways that the novels representing it cannot be: Trollope’s Lizzie Eustace 
memorizes Shelley to display her Romantic nature; Gaskell’s John Barton wads his gun 
with a labor poem to kill a mill owner’s son.  And something of poetry seems to exist in 
the prose of certain novelists, though the fact that the label “poetic” is as often applied to 
Emily Brontë as it is to George Meredith suggests that when we say “poetry” we do not 
always mean the same thing.  Perhaps it would be more just to say that the Victorian 
novel is saturated with poetic qualities, various forms, capacities, and effects that crowd 
together under the heading of the poetic, many of which are not, as Eliot’s Dorothea 
points out, clearly connected to actual poems.   
 A certain amount of poetry—indeed, a certain amount of any genre—is to be 
expected from the novel’s heteroglossia, but Victorian novels would appear to have a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 George Eliot, Middlemarch. Edited by David Carroll. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998, 209. 
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particularly intense, complex, and self-conscious relationship to poetry.  Despite this, in 
Victorian studies, scholarship on poetry and on the novel is sharply divided.  As Dino 
Felluga put it, the borders between novel and poetry in Victorian studies have steadfastly 
“resisted transgression.”2  While scholarship of the Victorian novel has included many 
cross-generic and interdisciplinary studies (the novel and visual culture, the novel and 
theater, the novel and music), little has been said in regard to poetry, and though several 
of the most influential authors of the period—the Brontës, George Eliot, George 
Meredith, Thomas Hardy, and Oscar Wilde—published in both genres, few scholars who 
study these writers engage with both their prose and verse works.  Enclosing Victorian 
genres into such emphatically separate spheres has obscured the influence of poetry on 
the novel.  In Losing the Margin: Poetry and Poetic Form in the Victorian Novel, I will 
argue that “poetry” is not a coherent category in Victorian Britain but a shifting collection 
of representational techniques, and that Victorian novelists deployed strategic definitions 
of “poetry” in order to articulate and redefine the borders of their genre.  
 Toward the end of his poet laureateship, Alfred Tennyson meditated on the form 
and the future of poetry: 
The form of prose fiction is a vastly greater one [that that of poetry], indeed it 
may be termed all-comprehensive, and admits of the introduction of lyric or epic 
verse, in all varieties, as well as the profoundest analysis of character and motive, 
and is susceptible of the highest range of eloquence and unrhythmical poetry… 
All things considered, I am of the opinion that if a man were endowed with such 
faculties as Shakespeare’s, they would be more freely and effectively exercised in 
prose fiction with its wider capacities than when ‘cribbed, cabined, and confined’ 
in the trammels of verse.3  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Felluga, “Novel Poetry: Transgressing the Law of Genre.” Victorian Poetry 41, no. 4 (2003): 490-99, at 
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3 Tennyson, personal letter of 1885, quoted in Tennyson and His Friends, ed. Hallam Tennyson (London: 
Macmillan, 1911), 53. 
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It would seem to be a dark day for poetry when even the poet laureate embraces the novel 
as the superior genre.  The novel is, to Tennyson, the “greater” genre: larger in size, more 
inclusive—in fact, “all-comprehensive”—and unfettered by rigorous formal conventions.  
Poetry’s purpose or value in relation to the novel’s seemingly infinite “capacities” fades.  
Either the novel supplants poetry as the culturally dominant genre as Shakespeare the 
bard is replaced by a modern prose version, or else the novel subsumes poetry into itself, 
rendering poetry proper redundant.  
 Tennyson’s language of expansiveness foretells the accounts of the relationship 
between the novel and poetry that would arise with the foundation of novel theory, and 
that continue to dominate our understandings of these genres today.  Tennyson’s model 
of supplanting maps the same trajectory as Ian Watt’s account in which the rise of the 
novel coincides with the fall of poetry.  If the novel develops in response to the needs and 
desires of an expanding middle class, and to a corresponding philosophical turn to 
individual experience and objective observation, then poetry represents the literature of 
the previous socio-economic era.  In the early pages of The Rise of the Novel, Watt notes 
that, in its first use as a literary term, novelistic “realism” was defined precisely in 
opposition to “poetic idealism” (7).  That clear opposition between genres remains in the 
background throughout Watt’s account, and poetry dutifully comes to the fore when the 
realist novel requires a generic other against which to articulate its identity.  In addition to 
this narrative of supplanting, and dovetailing with it, is the model of subsuming.  
Tennyson’s celebration of the novel’s “all-comprehensive” nature, its ability to include 
“all varieties” of literary representation, seizes on the same point that Bakhtin expands on 
in his definition of the novel as an inherently polyphonic, dialogic genre.  Despite the 
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inclusivity of this version of the novel, poetry must still stand in opposition to it as the 
ultimate expression of privileged monoglossia.  In both accounts, poetry is 
simultaneously central and marginal, entering into our theories of the novel only so that it 
can be expelled or overwhelmed.   
 These accounts of the relationship of the novel and poetry as one of contest, and a 
contest in which the novel emerges as the ultimate victor, are true but also misleading.  In 
the nineteenth century, novels did of course compete with poetry for market share and for 
cultural capital.  Poetry remained a sign of cultural value throughout the century: it was 
enshrined in institutions like the poet laureateship, taught in schools as crucial to moral 
and aesthetic development,4 and invoked by literary and cultural critics as the pinnacle of 
literary arts.  The immense popularity of prose fiction, however, and the corresponding 
drop in publication and purchase of volumes of poetry, shook the foundations of the 
genre hierarchy.5 
 However, our accounts of the contest between poetry and novel posit these genres 
as relatively stable, coherent categories, and in order to do this they must significantly 
limit what counts as “poetry.”  Often, for example, what might broadly be called “popular 
poetry” is completely excluded in favor of canonical works produced, studied, and valued 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 In her study of poetic memorization, Catherine Robson demonstrates that poetry played an “unrivaled 
role” in Victorian educational systems, developing taste, teaching moral lessons, and promoting patriotism.  
Heart Beats: Everyday Life and the Memorized Poem. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012), 7. 
 
5 The first two decades of the century saw a “poetry boom,” in part due to the rise in the price of rags that 
were used to make paper throughout the Napoleonic Wars.  The small, condensed genre of poetry 
prospered in the publishing market.  Lee Erickson documents a 23% increase in the number of poetry 
books published between 1815 and 1828; by 1830, however, the superior earning power of the novel was 
so pronounced that, Erickson argues, “almost all publishers refused to publish poetry.” “The Poets’ Corner: 
The Impact of Technological Changes in Printing on English Poetry, 1800–1850,” ELH 52, no. 4 (1985): 
893-911 at 898.  Bradley Deane also offers illuminating statistics.  While a successful Romantic novel sold 
10,000 copies, a comparable level of success at the beginning of Victoria’s reign would be 40,000, and by 
the mid-50s, the number rises to 100,000. The Making of the Victorian Novelist: Anxieties of Authorship in 
the Mass Market. (New York: Routledge, 2003), xi. 
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by an educated elite.  The novel did indisputably rise in popularity during this period 
while the sales of commercially published poetry volumes fell, but the simple equation of 
these two is complicated if we include in “poetry” the ballads, the hymns, the radical and 
reform poetry of the 1820s and 30s, the broadsheet poetry of the London streets, and the 
provincial bardic traditions that permeated lives of the urban and rural working classes.6  
A similar slip from a totalizing “poetry” to certain kinds of poetry occurs when we try to 
unify the ideological implications of poetry.  Bakhtin, for example, insists that verse form 
is inherently monoglossic, but yet argues that particular verse texts, fabliaux and 
Schwanke, for example, display parodic critiques of various discourses, and thus he 
includes them in his collection of genres that constitute the “prehistory” of the novel.7  
Finally, to oppose a coherent “poetry” to the novel requires us to overlook developments 
in literary history that reveal shared rather than divergent aims of the two genres.  
 The selective definition of “poetry” that allows for our models of generic 
competition is the subject of Dino Felluga’s recent book, The Perversity of Poetry.  One 
of the few examinations of the relationship between Victorian novels and poetry, and 
certainly the most influential, The Perversity of Poetry recovers a “literary prehistory” (1) 
for the social marginalization of poetry over the Romantic and early Victorian period.  
The definition of poetry in Felluga’s account is neither coherent nor unanimous: on the 
contrary, he argues that nineteenth-century critics constructed two diametrically opposed 
definitions poetry.  In one, poetry was a panacea for a culture ailing from utilitarian, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 For the growth of a self-consciously “proletarian” poetics in the 1830s, see Kaye Kossick, Nineteenth-
Century English Labouring-Class Poets (London: Pickering & Chatto, 2006).  For one of the few analyses 
of broadsheet and related poetry of London's working class, see Isobel Armstrong's Victorian Poetry: 
Poetry, Poetics and Politics (London: Routledge, 1993).  For the persistence of “bardic traditions” outside 
London in the nineteenth century, see Brian Maidment, The Poorhouse Fugitives: Self-Taught Poets and 
Poetry in Victorian Britain (Manchester: Carcanet, 1987). 
 
7 Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination (Austin, University of Texas Press, 2006), 162, 285. 
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industrial, and capitalist ideologies.  In the other, poetry was an immoral and dangerous 
force corrupting the body politic.  Constructing a discourse around health and physiology, 
critical representations shifted poetry from discourses of politics to those of health, and 
particularly sexuality.  Thus, while oppositional, the two constructions of poetry both 
serve the same purpose: pushing poetry to the “margins of the social body,” thereby 
clearing a space for the realist novel’s rise to cultural dominance (2).  
 Felluga’s study makes clear that the story of the rise of the novel and 
simultaneous fall of poetry reduces the complexities of genre relations into a mere 
“antagonistic battle” that obscures the political influence of poetry and poets on the era 
(5).  My dissertation will take this as a central premise, and will focus in particular on the 
influence of poetry on the novel genre that has remained in our studies so separate from 
it.  Taking off from Felluga’s tracing of a dialectical conversation that hides complexity, I 
will argue that along with the contrasting associations with social wellbeing and social 
illness, “poetry” connoted a vast array of formal elements, historical associations, and 
ideological positions.  Furthermore, which of these diverse, often conflicting elements 
should be privileged, and the precise relationship among them, were sharply contested 
questions.  From formal definitions like the relation between “poetry” and meter, to 
abstract arguments about the source of poetic authority, what Victorians meant when they 
said “poetry” was open to debate.  Felluga traces the prehistory of poetry’s 
marginalization, a marginalization made possible by the triumph of particular definitions 
of poetry over others.  I will set aside this historical trajectory and our knowledge of the 
fate of poetry after the turn of the century.  Instead, I will examine the Victorian period as 
one in which poetry is not so much marginalized as it is losing its margins, a period in 
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which authors and critics are drawing apart its tangled definition, reevaluating its forms 
and histories.  And some of the most complex analyses of what “poetry” can be and do in 
the Victorian period are performed within the novel. 
The novel’s margins are perhaps less contested, but I will argue that, rather than 
taking for granted the “all-comprehensive” nature of their genre, Victorian novelists 
continually questioned the limits of their genre by comparing novelistic representations to 
poetic ones, and then by closing the gap between the two by adapting poetic techniques 
or invoking poetic associations.  While the continual discussion of poetry in relation to 
the novel positioned the two genres in opposition to each other, it also inspired generic 
cross-breeding.  If we examine Victorian novels’ varied engagements with poetry, we see 
that rather than uniformly exiling poetry or subsuming it into itself, the novel becomes a 
space in which particular “capacities” of poetry can be isolated and explored, and 
deployed in response to the “trammels” of prose narrative. 
Because “poetry” for Victorians was a dense intersection of the literary and the 
social, my dissertation examines not only the relation between literary genres, but also 
the relation between literary form and social representation.  Each of the novels I 
examine foregrounds minority, outcast, or misfit characters who are either injuriously 
represented in social discourse, or barely represented at all.  Each novel also foregrounds 
the difficulty of representing these figures in the novel genre.  These difficulties range 
from broad questions of envisioning social unity while maintaining recognition of 
difference to the challenges of representing the lives of specific minorities like industrial 
laborers.  Finally, each novelist looks to the generic “other” of poetry to address these 
representational problems, devising a strategic definition of poetry and using poetry 
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either to expand the novel’s capacity to represent, or to insist that we recognize its limits.  
In doing so, these texts act as spaces in which authors (and readers) attempt to mediate 
between communal and individual identity; propose models of social unity that maintain 
space for dissent; and challenge the ideal of an all-inclusive society.  There are two ways 
in which authors combine genres to address issues of social inclusion.  George Eliot and 
Elizabeth Gaskell present each genre as half of a larger whole, intertwining 
representational techniques to form either philosophical (Eliot) or practical (Gaskell) 
models of inclusivity.  Charlotte Brontë and Thomas Hardy present poetry and the novel 
as ever in opposition, though brought to bear on each other.  They challenge and resist the 
conception of an all-inclusive society.   
Chapters 1 and 2 examine the novel and social representation broadly, and turn to 
poetry’s formal and historical relations to epistemology to balance the desire for social 
unity against the desire to respect individual difference.  Chapter 1 examines George 
Eliot’s use of chapter epigraphs in Middlemarch to reveal underlying unity in the random 
details of her realist novel, and the expansive community of individuals it represents.  I 
identify Middlemarch as belonging to a category of texts that I call epigraphic novels.  In 
these texts, novelists use the regular alternation between poetic chapter mottoes and prose 
chapters to re-contextualize received knowledge.  Eliot’s epigraphs state general truisms, 
but their multiple and unpredictable relationships to their chapters force readers to 
supplement and revise their original interpretations of them.  
While Eliot feared the disorder of prose realism, Charlotte Brontë found the novel 
oppressive in its presumed inclusivity.  In chapter 2, I read Brontë’s Shirley as an 
engagement with the theories of Robert Lowth, an eighteenth-century critic who 
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differentiated between poetry and prose based on their epistemological effects.  Prose 
asserts clearly, leaving readers in possession of knowledge; poetry, derived from 
prophetic interactions between the human and the divine, intentionally confuses its own 
assertions, leaving the reader conscious of imperfect knowledge.  In her novel Shirley, 
Brontë applies the paradoxical epistemology of poetry to her prose language, to her 
marginalized characters, and to her marriage and industrial plots.  Her technique for 
doing so is the opposite of Eliot’s: proliferating linguistic and narratological fragments 
that cannot be unified into complete wholes. 
In chapters 3 and 4, my focus narrows to the limitations of particular subgenres of 
novel, and the specific marginalized groups they represent.  Chapter 3 examines Mary 
Barton and the social problem novel more generally as a subgenre that seeks to critique 
the capitalist structures within which it is produced.  I argue that the social problem novel 
is constrained by the novel’s focus on individual narratives that demand resolution, and 
the particular demands of the novel’s middle-class readership for resolutions that promote 
the status quo.  Elizabeth Gaskell challenges these limitations by including in Mary 
Barton two full-length poems on the theme of industrial suffering.  The poems are not 
constrained by the demands of a middle-class readership: they were in reality written by 
Manchester laborers, and the novel situates them within a network of manual 
reproduction and circulation independent of the capitalist literary marketplace.  
Exploiting meter, rhyme, refrain, and other recursive structures of verse, the poems 
bombard readers with images of suffering that multiply rather than resolve.   
Chapter 4 turns to Thomas Hardy’s fallen-woman narrative, Tess of the 
D’Urbervilles, exploring Hardy’s attempt not to represent a marginalized figure, but to 
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remove her from an injurious system of representation.  Into the relentless narrative thrust 
of his novel, Hardy inserts moments of lyric temporality, that is, descriptive passages in 
which he exploits poetic meter to represent non-linear temporality.  As she engrosses 
herself in what I will call “lyric labor,” Tess “los[es] her own margin,” and is dispersed 
across the depicted landscape.  Insensible to the meter, the reader maintains her margins, 
but has a vision of a vanished social subject on which narrative, and its attending 
ideology, cannot act. 
 
WHAT IS “POETRY”? 
Throughout the Victorian period, writers and critics lamented the particularly 
unpoetical nature of the age.  By 1873, G. H. Lewes noted that the complaint was so 
common as to be cliché.8  A truly unpoetic age, however, is one that is silent on the topic, 
not one that constantly represents the absence of poetry.  On the contrary, the Victorian 
era was strikingly “poetic” in its intense concern over what constituted “poetry” and what 
relation that literary category had to society.  John Stuart Mill’s essay, “What is Poetry?”, 
is representative of both the era’s desire for generic definition, and the continual failure to 
produce such definitions.  Though Mill opens his essay with a nod to the diversity of 
opinion surrounding his topic—“It has often been asked, what is poetry?  And many and 
various are the answers which have been returned” (343)—he swiftly rushes to bring the 
“many and various” voices into unison.  While we have not identified the characteristic 
element of poetry, we all sense something “peculiar” (343) in what is called “poetry,” and 
“Where everyone feels a difference, a difference there must be” (343).  As he begins to 
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define that difference, Mill continues to posit consensus: “there is much that everyone 
would call eloquence, which no one would think of classing as poetry” (348).  Similarly, 
Mill vehemently asserts the descriptive nature of his definition.  His aim is “not to coerce 
and confine nature within the bounds of an arbitrary definition, but rather to find the 
boundaries which she herself has set, and erect a barrier round them” (344).  The need for 
consensus and for erecting “barrier[s]” cast doubt, however, on Mill’s insistence on a 
monolithic, irrefutable poetic essence. 
Mill is right to be anxious, as his definition of poetry contrasts sharply with other 
influential definitions of the time.  As the essay continues, Mill presents his famous 
formulation of poetry as eloquence overheard; that is, utterance spoken by the poet to 
himself without consideration of an audience tainting his expression.  There was no 
consensus on the relation between poetry and the social world, however, and in fact 
Mill’s poetry of isolation is contrary to Carlyle’s poet-hero, whose identity is inherently 
social.  The poet-hero is defined not only by his greater perception of universal truths, but 
also by his ability to reveal them to his community.  However, though defined primarily 
through his function in society, Carlyle’s poet-hero is removed from the detritus of 
everyday life.  His role is to lead us away from the corrosive ideology of modern 
materialism to the essential truths of the “Eternal World.”9  Powerful as this vision of 
poetry is, reformist and radical critics insist that poetry is embedded in the current 
moment, tying it to specific political movements or events.  William Johnson Fox rebuffs 
Carlyle and those who bemoan the present, “supposed unpoetical days” by comparing 
poems to cotton mills in their capacity for productive evolution.  Ebenezer Elliott 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




dedicates his volume of poetry condemning the Corn Laws to Jeremy Bentham whose 
utilitarian philosophy found poetry of little use.10   Eliza Cook, in her exuberantly defiant 
article “People Who Do Not Like Poetry,” argues that “poetic instinct” inspires great 
historical achievements like Washington “free[ing] his country (76).”  Theorists and 
critics of poetry in the nineteenth century were unanimous about nothing except that 
“poetry” had been used in so many different ways that it was in danger of losing its 
meaning. 
 As Cook’s shift from poetry to “poetic instinct” demonstrates, discussions of 
poetry quickly slide from discussions of poems to abstract concepts whose connection to 
the literary genre is uncertain.  This is a crucial difference between two genres that are 
often treated as comparable terms: “novel” and “novelistic” refer always to a literary 
category; “poetry” and “poetic” are simultaneously literary and extra-literary signifiers.  
Victorian critics often deliberately sever “poetry” from poems.  Mill gives a particularly 
clear version of this in his essay, “What is Poetry?”.  The essay is organized around a 
series of refutations, first raising an extant definition of poetry and then revealing its 
insufficiencies.  The first and “vulgarest” of these definitions—in truth, a “wretched 
mockery of a definition”—is the identification of poetry with meter.  “Poetry,” he argues, 
“may exist in what is called prose as well as in verse” (343).  In a second step, he argues 
that “poetry” does not need to be linguistic at all but can be expressed in painting, 
architecture, any art form whatever (343).  And thirdly, Mill ultimately removes “poetry” 
from the realm of artistic expression completely: “poetry is either nothing, or it is the 
better part of all art whatever, and of real life too” (344).  “Poetry” thus becomes both a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 Elliott claims that Bentham’s prose contains “as fine illustrative poetry as ever was written,” and asserts 
that “All genuine poets are fervid politicians.”  The Splendid Village: Corn Law Rhymes; and Other Poems 
(1883), 50, 49. 
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literary and an extra-literary signifier, referring to literary representations, and the “real 
life” they represent.  Unmooring poetry from actual poems, or from representation in any 
form, allows the term to encompass a broad array of abstract concepts.  Fox performs a 
similar move.  After dismissing verse structure as “metrical cant and phraseology” and 
other formal structures of poems as “literary superstition,” he begins to use “poetry” as a 
term for moral and intellectual progress.  “What is reforming our criminal jurisprudence?  
What is shedding its lights over legislation?  What purifies religions?”, he cries, and his 
answer is: poetry.  
 This is not to say that “poetry” can be filled with any meaning whatever, or that 
Fox has arbitrarily connected poetry to juridical and legislative reform.  “Poetry” has 
strong but diffuse connotations in the Victorian period, so strong that I will call them 
“beliefs.”  That poetry spoke to “great primary human affections: to those elementary 
feelings which subsist permanently in the race, and which are independent of time,”11 
was, for example, a profoundly held belief.  At the same time, the precise nature of the 
relation between poems—formal elements like meter and figurative language; a 
specifically literary history of Classical or Romantic roots—and the abstract beliefs that 
had accrued around “poetry” was in constant dispute, or deliberately left unclear. 
Carlyle appears to connect his arguments about the poet-hero to poetic form.  He 
claims poetry has a connection to the infinite, and proceeds to explain that connection by 
returning to meter: “I find considerable meaning in the old vulgar distinction of Poetry 
being metrical, having music in it, being a Song” (111).  Carlyle appears to recover the 
oft-rejected definition of poetry as metric, but immediately he slides away from the term 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 Preface to the first edition of Poems. 1853. In The Broadview Anthology of Victorian Poetry and Poetic 
Theory, edited by Thomas J. Collins and Vivienne J. Rundle, 598-606. Peterborough: Broadview, 2005. 
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that signifies the ordering of syllables and accents to the much broader term “music,” and 
from there, he will slide through a series of related terms that move us farther and farther 
from concrete definition: 
Musical: how much lies in that! A musical thought is one spoken by a mind that 
has penetrated into the inmost heart of the thing; detected the inmost mystery of 
it, namely the melody that lies hidden in it; the inward harmony of coherence 
which is its soul, whereby it exists, and has a right to be, here in this world. All 
inmost things, we may say, are melodious; naturally utter themselves in Song. 
The meaning of Song goes deep.  Who is there that, in logical words, can express 
the effect music has on us? A kind of inarticulate unfathomable speech, which 
leads us to the edge of the Infinite, and lets us for moments gaze into that! (112) 
 
How much, indeed.  In the associative flow, “Music” becomes “melody” which becomes 
the related “harmony” which is similar to “coherence” which somehow becomes a “soul” 
and from there we slide into the infinite.  There is, I will argue below, a connection 
between poetry’s measures and its association with the immeasurable, but that is not what 
Carlyle offers.  He instead echoes Romantic conceptions of poetry that feel familiar and 
established but that are dropped in without context or explanation of their relevance.12 
 How critics connect or disconnect the various elements of “poetry” is a high-
stakes procedure.  When for example George Eliot describes the relatively uneducated 
farmer of Middlemarch, Caleb Garth, as having discovered “a poetry without the aid of 
poets,” she selects a particular aspect of poetry—it composition of interrelated parts that 
suggest a whole larger than one can comprehend—and finds a correlation in Caleb’s 
ability to conceptualize expansive networks of trade and social interdependence.  What is 
severed is the connection between poetry and elite education.  Strategy can reinforce as 
well as challenge social norms, though.  In a patronizing preface to the collected poems 
of Janet Hamilton, a field laborer and embroiderer who found brief popularity as a poet, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 See for example Wordsworth, “Lines Written a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey”: “with an eye made 
quiet by the power/ Of harmony, and the deep power of joy,/ We see into the life of things” (48-50). 
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Alexander Wallace claims that Hamilton’s “Christian cheerfulness and patient 
submission in the midst of blindness, and other trials… are, after all, the true poetry of 
her life.”13  Conflating actual poems with vague virtues, the wealthy and well-educated 
Wallace can deny Hamilton’s encroachment on what was still considered the highest 
literary art form by devaluing her labor as artist and reinscribing her in the role of dutiful 
sufferer. 
 As Eliot’s example shows, novelists as well as poets were attuned to the illusion 
of coherence that the term “poetry” created, as well as the intricate connections among 
literary representations and ideologies that that coherence obscured.  Before I turn to 
novelists’ particular explorations of “poetry,” though, I want to return to that “vulgarest” 
of all possible definitions of poetry: the formal differences between prose and verse.  
While Mill, Carlyle, Fox and others deemphasized the importance of poetry’s formal 
features, the novelists whose work I examine were deeply invested in meter and the 
representational possibilities it afforded.  I want to set out the most important of these 
here. 
 One of the most crucial elements of verse is the paradox that meter creates a sense 
of infinitude through finite units.  Verse is composed of units arranged into larger wholes 
(syllables to feet, feet to lines, lines to stanzas).  Each unit is finite: an iamb has two 
syllables; a sonnet has fourteen lines.  And yet, the series of units is formally infinite: the 
sense of a poem ends, but the pattern has no internal limit and because of the units of the 
pattern, we can extrapolate the continuity of the form indefinitely.  Each unit is finite as it 
is predetermined and measured; and yet each unit is part of a larger unit.  A prose line or 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Wallace, “Janet Hamilton at her ‘Ain Fireside.’” In Poems, Essays, and Sketches, by Hamilton, 30-40 at 
39. Glasgow: James Maclehose, 1880. 
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sentence is formally indefinite, as is the novel, but because of this it is finite.  No pattern 
allows you to know how it would progress beyond its current endpoint.   
From this, two related paradoxes arise.  First, meter and its larger units create a 
sense of closure and completion in a work: a foot or a line or a sonnet finishes according 
to predetermined rules, yet the on-going nature of repetition (in meter, rhyme, refrain) 
creates a sense of indefinite expansion.  Second, poetry allows the reader to feel unity and 
distinction simultaneously: the meter of a line is always the same but the content changes; 
a rhyme scheme may be regular but the letter sounds that form it change. 
 Finally, an array of other promising distinctions arises from poetry’s sonic 
structure.  Poetry has a unique relation to performance; it also evolves from oral 
traditions and its regular formal structures make it comparatively easy to memorize.  As a 
genre of small units, poetry can be short and thus produced with minimal time, energy, 
and material; its division into units also makes it extractable and portable in a way the 
novel is not.  Finally, sound can influence meaning: poetry has a flexibility of syntax and 
diction in deference to rhyme and meter.  This can put sound in competition with sense or 
make poetry vague, indeterminate or even illegible.  These, and related representational 
possibilities, are what novelists lose if they leave out the poems. 
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1.  The Epigraphic Novel’s “Sense of Poetry”: 
Chapter Mottoes in Ivanhoe and Middlemarch 
 
 
Mid-way through The Mill on the Floss the narrator turns away from the 
community that lives along River Floss to examine two other riparian landscapes.  
Ruined castles on the Rhine call to the narrator’s mind the spirit of medieval Europe—its 
“grandeur,” its “virtue [and] beauty,” its “religious enthusiasm” (283), and though the 
ruins themselves are mere fragments of the civilization that built them, they signify the 
entirety of that civilization and thus “belong to the grand historic life of humanity, and 
raise up before me the vision of an echo” (283).  “Therefore it is,” the narrator explains, 
that the castles “thrill me with a sense of poetry” (283).  In comparison, the “dismal 
remnants of commonplace houses” that dot the banks of the Rhone “oppress” the narrator 
with the sense that “human life—very much of it—is a narrow, ugly, grovelling 
existence” (283).  The people these ruins represent are so removed from the “grand 
historic life of humanity” that the narrator conceives of them as barely human: they were 
a “gross sum of obscure vitality,” incomprehensible, lost to history, “swept into the same 
oblivion with the generations of ants and beavers” (283). The “emmet-like” families 
along the Floss, the narrator says, returning to her narrative, resemble the community that 
lived along the Rhone.  “[I]rradiated by no sublime principles, no romantic visions, no 
self-renouncing faith” (283), that is, no “sense of poetry,” her characters represent “the 
most prosaic form of human life” (283). 
This is no mere digression but the unraveling of the very text before you.  By 
definition, the novel is a prose genre, and a prosaic one in precisely the terms Eliot has 
been disparaging.  Ian Watt has famously defined the novel as an embodiment of realist 
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philosophies, key amongst which are the belief that knowledge is produced through 
individual, objective observation of particulars, and the belief that the novel should aspire 
to be a “full report” (29) of these details, sacrificing form for completion and 
verisimilitude.14  Eliot’s novel has followed these tenets, but the narrator finds not a 
greater knowledge but the horrific impossibility of knowing.  The many, specific details 
of the lives of the Tullivers and Dodsons along the River Floss that she has relayed are so 
tiny that they fade into insignificance, even non-existence like individual ants in a swarm.  
These people are so removed from the larger human community that they are 
incomprehensible to the reader as if they had the minds of animals.  As the narrator faces 
the possibility that we share with them no history, no essential “humanity,” our ability to 
know them at all evaporates.  They can only be an absence to us, an amorphous darkness, 
a “gross sum of obscure vitality.”  Without poetry, there can be only the “oblivion” of 
isolation of infinite, unrelated details. 
In contradistinction to the novelist, whose generic philosophy is one of 
particulars, Watt quotes the third Earl of Shaftesbury’s definition of “the Poet” as an 
artist who “hate[s] minuteness, and [is] afraid of singularity” (16, emphasis original).  But 
it is not the poet who hates and fears particulars, as according to Shaftesbury he has 
nothing to do with them.  It is the novelist who stakes the value of her art on particulars 
that has cause to fear her decision.  I will argue that Eliot suffers from this fear of small 
things, or rather, of small things that bear no relation to a larger whole.  This is a 
manifestation of what I call the “genre anxiety” of nineteenth-century novelists.  Despite 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 “What is often felt as the formlessness of the novel, as compared, say, with tragedy or the ode, probably 
follows from this: the poverty of the novel’s formal conventions would seem to be the price it must pay for 
its realism.” The Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, Richardson and Fielding. (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2001), 13. 
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the novel’s prose form and prosaic aims, articulated continually in the pervasive use of 
poetry as an “other” in opposition to which the novel defines itself, novelists seek to 
reconcile this project with what Eliot calls a “sense of poetry.”  In this chapter, I will 
argue that Eliot responds to this anxiety by exploiting the convention of the epigraphic 
novel.  The epigraphic novel, a novel whose chapters are prefaced with poetic epigraphs 
(or “mottoes,” as Victorians called them), formalizes novelists’ concerns about their 
genre in relation to poetry.  With every new chapter, the novel reasserts itself in relation 
to a poetic quotation.  In particular, chapter mottoes exaggerate the definition novelists 
ascribe to poetry: they are small, compact, with a rigorous formal construction; they 
present themselves as profound, universal truths; and they claim authority as older texts 
whose meanings remain relevant.   
All poetry that is quoted in novels has a dual generic identity.  The novel’s poetry 
is poetry, in the sense that it is composed in verse and quoted from a text published as a 
poem, or composed by the author and labeled as a poem.  However, these poems and 
poetic quotations are not identical to independently composed and published verse texts.  
Rather, they are poetry as the novel defines it, a genre constructed within and for the 
purposes of another genre.  Chapter mottoes are the most overt examples of this dual-
generic identity.  Chapter mottoes are, conventionally, quoted from texts published as 
poems,15 and that convention is very rarely broken.16  The term “motto,” in fact, is so 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 When novelists do write their own mottoes, they often place them in quotation marks, suggesting that 
they are quoted from outside works.  Scott goes so far as to create false attributions: see for example the 
following fictional attributions of Ivanhoe chapter mottoes: Ettrick Forest (chapter 18), “The Hermit of St 
Clement’s Well” (20), “Old Song” (26), The Jew (28), “Old Play” (30, 32, and 36), and The Middle Ages 
(37). 
 
16 When it is, the genre distinction is often blurred.  Scott quotes a prose section of The Merchant of Venice 
as the motto to the fifth chapter, for example, but the play is a hybrid of prose and verse, and the next 
chapter is headed with a verse quotation from the same play.   
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closely associated with poetry that the Oxford English Dictionary lists the etymology of 
the word as: “a sententious or witty phrase, a poem, a word.”  Conceptually, the generic 
distinction between poetic mottoes and prose chapters is clear and binary, and the 
juxtaposition of each motto with its related chapter underscores this.  However, a chapter 
“motto,” though poetic, is a sub-genre that exists only within the novel.  The oddity of 
this is made clear if we attempt to categorize bespoke mottoes.  The two most influential 
epigraphic novelists, Walter Scott and George Eliot, both wrote a number of poetic 
fragments to serve as mottoes to chapters of their own novels.   These mottoes appear to 
be quotations—some are given false attributions—but in reality they are native to the 
novel and any relation to independent poems is fictional.  Mottoes that truly originate in 
extant poems, though less obviously confused in origin, are also generic hybrids.  The 
epigraphic novelist selects the phrases that will constitute “poetry” in her novel and 
determines how they will relate to the prose text.  The status of poetry in the novel is thus 
indeterminate: it is authored by the poet; it is authored by the novelist.  Floating in the 
blank white space above the prose chapter, it is spatially severed from the prose, but just 
as obviously it is printed on the page and thus a part of the novel.  In this slippage, the 
novel finds a means of addressing its genre anxiety.  The uncertain status of poetry in the 
novel allows the novel to untangle the various concepts collected within “poetry,” and to 
choose which it will appropriate and which it will reject.  
In their choices of poetic quotations and the relationships they establish between 
poetic mottoes and prose chapters, epigraphic novelists exaggerate the positive 
constructions of poetry, with the aim of appropriating the formal, historical, and 
epistemological attributes of poetry.  Formally, chapter mottoes reference and exaggerate 
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definitions of poetry as a compact, structurally complex genre in relation to the disorder 
and inelegance of prose.  Poetry is generally thought of as a shorter genre than the novel, 
and epigraphic novelists make this emphatically the case, rarely taking entire poems for 
their mottoes but offering only a few lines.  Novelists also tend to make formal elements 
of verse obvious by selecting mottoes from poems with regular and familiar meters, 
stanzaic structures, and rhyme schemes (iambic pentameter, ballad stanzas, rhyming 
couplets).  The poetry of mottoes is palpably a genre of small, interrelated parts.  This 
formal order, coupled with the motto’s small size, impresses the reader with the sense 
that, though the motto is a quotation from a larger text, it is in the context of the novel a 
unified whole.  In a glance, the reader can see the motto in its entirety, and the 
completion of a rhythmic, metric, or stanzaic pattern produces a sense of formal closure.  
All of this is thrown into relief against the prose chapter that expands beyond the reader’s 
eye, that is composed of lines of arbitrary length, and that is unregulated by sound or 
visual pattern.  This may seem self-deprecation on the part of the novelist, but it is the 
novelist who has made poetry the bearer of formal excellence, and who has positioned 
poetry at the top of his chapter.  When, at the end of Ivanhoe, Scott claims that one of his 
historical characters serves to “point a moral or adorn a tale,” he might as well be 
speaking of the pithy poetic statement he quotes in order to make his point (401).  Poetry 
may have a more aesthetic form than the prose novel, but the novelist can use it to 
“adorn” his own work. 
The epigraphic novel’s mottoes also exaggerate poetry’s associations with history 
and authority.  Novelists often conceptualize poetry as an older genre than the novel, and 
epigraphic novels make this literally true.  The mottoes that are quoted from extant 
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texts—the majority of them, that is—obviously pre-date the novel, often by centuries, 
and novelists often write bespoke mottoes in dated or archaic language to create the 
illusion of age.17  With this age comes venerability, the sense that these utterances have 
been accepted as true.  The majority of chapter mottoes are quoted from texts whose 
cultural and literary authority is unimpeachable.18  This chronology is replicated in the 
time of reading, so that just as Shakespeare’s sonnets preceded Eliot’s novel, so will the 
quotation drawn from the sonnets precede the chapter that will reiterate the poetic 
utterance.  The chapter then is constrained to follow whatever its illustrious ancestors 
have already said.  However, by claiming that ancestry, novelists demonstrate continuity 
with the past and claim a degree of authority by aligning their works with those of 
canonical authors.   
Finally, chapter mottoes exaggerate associations between poetry and expansive 
knowledge.  A chapter motto, like the related convention of the chapter title, promises to 
identify a central character, event, or concept of the attending chapter.  Chapter titles—
“Outside Dorlcote Mill”, “Philip Re-enters”, and “St. Ogg’s Passes Judgment,” to take 
three examples from The Mill on the Floss—explicitly name these particular elements 
and have the epistemological status of facts.  The chapter motto, however, states general 
principles and categories; the chapter does not repeat identically the motto’s claim but 
realizes the broad strokes of the motto in the specific context of the narrative.  For 
example, “The offender’s sorrow brings but small relief/ To him who wears the strong 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 See for example in Middlemarch: “afeard,” “doth,” and “seeth” (motto to chapter 20; “hath” (28 and 55); 
“nought” (43); “shapen” (47); and “twain” (64).  See in Ivanhoe: “oft” (motto to chapter 26), “eke” (36), 
and “forbade” (37). 
 
18 The most commonly quoted author in the mottoes of both Ivanhoe and Middlemarch, by a wide margin, 
is Shakespeare, who makes 10 and 12 appearances, respectively.  Chaucer is second most common in 
Middlemarch with four mentions; Dryden and Joanna Baillie tie for second in Ivanhoe with three mentions 
each. 
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offence’s cross” heads a chapter in which the character of Fred Vincy experiences pain 
when he burdens friends with his debt.19  The epigraphic novel thus retains the realist 
dedication to the particular, observable data of a specific place and time, but at the same 
time claims that some latent structure or meaning exists within what appear to be 
individual, disordered details.  Prose, it is implied, can only speak directly of the 
particular, but it exemplifies larger principles, and poetry can make these manifest.  
Because mottoes precede their chapters and thus effectively predict the content of the 
coming prose, they also seem to know before the prose does, or to possess knowledge 
that transcends time.  This super-human knowledge becomes terribly palpable when 
mottoes foretell character deaths.20  In this way, mottoes claim the epistemological status 
of prophesy: they impart an abstract vision that is destined to be fulfilled in the concrete 
details of the prose.   
 The epigraphic novel thus appears to elevate poetry in hopes of appropriating a 
measure of its qualities.  However, because poetry in the novel is partly the creation of 
the novel itself, the very binary that makes poetry superior begins to crumble.  The 
epigraphic novel’s appropriation of poetry is more complex than it at first appears.  It 
conceptualizes poetry as a privileged genre, but at the same time, it presents poetry as 
only half of a larger whole, and itself as the necessary other half.  The novel uses poetry 
as more than an “adornment” balanced atop prose.  The epigraphic structure produces a 
neat symmetry by dividing a novel not into chapters but rather into units, each of which 
consists of a chapter plus its motto.  As I have argued above, novelists select (or write) 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 Motto from chapter 24, adapted slightly from Shakespeare’s Sonnet 34, lines 11-12. 
 
20 A common occurrence: the motto to Middlemarch’s chapter 48 foretells Casaubon’s death and the motto 
to Ivanhoe’s chapter 30 foretells Front-de-Boeuf’s death. 
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mottoes that exaggerate the generic contrasts, and thus the combining of the two 
opposites in a coherent unit produces a closed figure.  The poetic motto may have a 
formal complexity that the prose chapter lacks, but within the epigraphic novel it is only 
half of a larger unit.  Or, to put it another way, quoting poetry as chapter mottoes imparts 
to the novel a degree of poetry’s form. 
 The historical and epistemological claims of poetry also become confusing when 
we consider the novelist’s role in selecting the poetic mottoes and building the prose 
chapters in relation to them.  For example, if Eliot quotes a Shakespeare sonnet before a 
chapter in which that poetic sentiment is realized, does this demonstrate that the novel is 
continuous with the “grand historic life of humanity,” as Eliot put it?  Or has Eliot 
claimed that her prose novel knows the broad narratives of human history and she has 
selected from all the lines of Shakespeare one that is truly in sympathy with this history?  
Is poetry itself the articulation of universal truths, or can it only be made the vehicle of 
such truths by skilled novelists?   
It is useful at this point to note that epigraphic novels are no less suspicious of 
universal truths, received knowledge, and expansive generalities than are their motto-less 
contemporaries.  The many characters and narrators of epigraphic novels who engage in 
the same critique of poetry that characterizes the realist novel generally make this clear.21  
Even as the chapter-motto structure elevates poetry, the novel’s prose remains skeptical.  
This frames poetry as desirable but dubious, something that we cannot accept unless it is 
verified by prose.  The epigraphic structure reiterates the realist suspicions: placing a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 Chapters of Middlemarch, for example, are prefaced by sonnets or quotations from sonnets by 
Shakespeare and Dante that sagely foretell events of coming chapters and elegantly distill their main 
themes.  Within the novel’s prose, however, the narrator mocks Elizabethan poetry and Dante’s sonnets as 
idealistic, convention-ridden, and hopelessly out of keeping with modern realities. 
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quotation at the opening of a chapter presents poetry as a promise or prophesy that 
demands the coming of a future, prose segment that will fulfill it.  No matter how 
reverently we view poetry, or wish to view poetry, it is insufficient without prose.  The 
proposition that poetry bears the ultimate truth of the world is only a convention, an 
abstract model, a belief.  I will argue that the novel wants to believe in poetry, and that it 
attempts to frame the particular details of realist prose as proof of poetry.  This produces 
the paradoxical outcome of claiming that poetry is the bearer of ultimate knowledge, 
authorized by god, but at the same time insisting that it must be verified by prose, by the 
observable reality of this world, by the human.  Poetry in the novel is the novel’s attempt 
to reconcile the realist principles that shape it as a genre with a desire for general truths, 
overarching formal order, and historical continuity.  More than a coherent solution to 
genre anxiety, however, the epigraphic novel produces a reading practice that demands its 
readers continually compare poetry and the prose of the novel, never coming to rest on 
either, ever believing or wanting to believe in poetry and ever doubting. 
 This chapter will examine epigraphic novels from two of the most influential 
authors of the genre.  Both are narratives of lost poetry.  Scott’s Ivanhoe depicts a nation 
that has “lost [its] bards” (49), a culture whose identity, history, and means of 
understanding the world are crumbling.  While his prose bears witness to this loss of 
order, the poetic mottoes promise to offer epistemological frameworks that will render 
even the chaos of cultural invasion comprehensible.  The mottoes to a large extent deliver 
on their promise: their utterances are realized unambiguously and quickly in the chapter 
prose.  Occasionally, however, Scott allows readers to see his own hand in producing the 
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mottoes, and thus his own conflicted sense about the degree to which what is “handed 
down unaltered” can in fact be altered in the present moment. 
The “prosaic neighborhood of Middlemarch” is not such a radically unstable 
society as that depicted in Ivanhoe, and the society of Middlemarch is not afflicted by the 
sense that it is losing the very structures through which it understands itself and the 
world.  However, a few individual Middlemarchers, the poetically inclined, will 
encounter their own personal crises in which they realize their era lacks “coherent social 
faith and order which could perform the function of knowledge” (3).  Like Scott, Eliot 
presents chapter mottoes as a means of infusing the novel with a sense of poetry.  Her 
reservations about poetry, however, are more pronounced than Scott’s.  In my initial 
section on Middlemarch, I will examine the mottoes that follow but expand the motto 
tradition, demanding more interpretive work from the reader in order to comprehend the 
chapter’s realization of its poetic motto.  In the second section, I examine mottoes that 
explicitly break from tradition, presenting poetic knowledge that leads readers astray.   
 
 
“OUR BARDS ARE NO MORE”:  
CHAPTER MOTTOES IN IVANHOE 
 
In his “Dedicatory Epistle” to Ivanhoe, Walter Scott asserts that his novel will 
center on “that extensive neutral ground, the large portion, that is, of manners and 
sentiments which are common to us and to our ancestors” either because they have been 
“handed down unaltered” or because they arise from “principles of our common nature” 
(9).  There is an essential human nature, manifested in “opinions, habits of thinking, and 
actions” that is “generally the same,” not only across time but “in all ranks and 
conditions, all countries and ages” (10).  Jousting tournaments, castle architecture, and 
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the other medieval exotica of the novel are, like archaic spellings of familiar words, 
merely the “rust of antiquity” on the surface of what is essentially unchanged (10).  This 
transhistorical, transcultural “neutral ground” is what makes the past—Chaucer’s English 
or our own ancestors— “intelligible” to us (9).   
The radically unstable world of the novel itself, however, throws these assertions 
of “neutral ground” into question.  Following the lives of Anglo-Saxons after the Norman 
conquest, Ivanhoe depicts a culture in which everything that would have been “handed 
down unaltered” seems to be altering.  Saxon law, government, religion, language, and all 
the “manners and sentiments” that unite them with their ancestors are being transformed 
by Norman culture and institutions.  If there is such a thing as a “common nature” 
between Saxon and Norman, as well as among the displaced Jews, wandering pilgrims, 
and Middle Eastern captives from the Crusades who inhabit the region, it is apparently 
overwhelmed by numerous and extreme differences.  Estranged from their history and 
cultural identity, and from others around them, the population is aptly represented by the 
emblem of a deracinated tree under which the eponymous hero travels (82). 
Ivanhoe is not premised on the existence of manifest “neutral ground,” as Scott 
claims in the “Dedicatory Epistle,” but rather on the desire for such historical and cross-
cultural coherence and a simultaneous sense of its loss.  Scott manifests these conflicting 
understandings, and attempts to reconcile them by exploiting the generic duality of the 
epigraphic novel.  The chapters of the novel are novelistic.  In the “pursuit of 
verisimilitude,” that project that so greatly shapes the novel as genre, according to Watt 
(27), Ivanhoe’s prose chapters amass particulars of late-twelfth-century England.  That 
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dedication to full and authentic reporting supposedly produces a “total picture of life,”22 
but the more Scott’s novel examines, the more the object of examination appears to 
dissolve.  “England” in Ivanhoe speaks different languages, is ordered by different rules, 
follows different gods—is perhaps not a coherent, “total” entity at all but a “gross sum of 
obscure vitality,” to quote Eliot.  This is epistemologically troublesome not only for the 
Normans and Saxons of Scott’s represented world, but also for his reader, whom he 
presumes to be English.  The characters of his novel, the “Dedicatory Epistle” points out, 
represent our ancestors,23 but the novel appears to undermine the very existence of a 
stable Englishness. 
Scott attaches to his novelistic chapters, however, poetic mottoes that present 
general concepts or categories in brief, comparatively well ordered passages.  Each motto 
is then realized in particular examples in the longer, messier prose that follows.  The 
“handed down” poetic quotations thus seem to draw into coherence the scattered, random 
events of the prose chapters—to make the prose chapters expansions of poetic meaning.  
These poetic moments are the “neutral ground” of the novel, asserting the existence of 
essential “principle[s]” or “sentiment[s]” that transcend and give order to seemingly 
random, meaningless detail.  Mottoes, however, are posited as beliefs, not stated as facts.  
They do not cement our understanding of the text, but on the contrary demand our critical 
engagement.  The motto-chapter structure also constructs the reading practice as a 
pattern.  Mottoes accentuate the disruption of the novel’s prose caused by chapter breaks.  
They momentarily draw the reader out of the narrative.  They demand she attend to a 
fragment of a different text whose relation to the narrative is not immediately clear.  And 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 Watt, The Rise of the Novel, 27. 
 
23 Scott, “Dedicatory Epistle” to Ivanhoe, 12. 
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finally they make her conscious of her position at the opening of a new chapter, a 
position similar to that which Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick describes as the reader’s sense at 
the opening of a novel: 
The inexplicit compact by which novel-readers voluntarily plunge into worlds that 
strip them, however temporarily, of the painfully acquired cognitive maps of their 
ordinary lives (awfulness of going to a party without knowing anyone)… creates, 
especially at the beginnings of books, a space of high anxiety and dependence.24 
 
The mottoes make the reader aware of her own reading practice, as Scott is aware of his 
construction of the novel in relation to poetry.  They make her conscious of her lack of 
knowledge, dilating the moment at the opening of each chapter when she knows that she 
does not know what is about to come next, when she is outside the text, pulled from the 
narrative.  At the same time the motto alerts a reader to her epistemological vulnerability, 
it offers her a “cognitive map” for the unknown territory.  She does not know exactly, but 
she is promised that she will, and in that promise is the assertion that though unknown, 
the world is at least knowable. 
 Ivanhoe is a novel about the loss of poetry.  When the Saxon Cedric mourns for 
his race— his people subjugated by the Normans and their culture eroded—he does so in 
terms of its lost poets: “our bards are no more… our deeds are lost in those of another 
race—our language—our very name is hastening to decay” (49).  Poets, to Cedric, are the 
creators and circulators of cultural knowledge.  Their poetry narrates the “deeds” that 
define the Saxons as a “race”; it preserves and constructs their language; and it not only 
hails people under a “name,” producing them as a recognizable entity, but it also creates a 
shared knowledge that defines the Saxon people.  Poetry thus produces the knowledge 
through which a culture knows itself, and thus the conceptual frameworks through which 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 Sedgwick, The Epistemology of the Closet (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990), 97. 
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they comprehend the world.  At Cedric’s words, the reader experiences a sudden sense of 
loss, as she is already in the future Cedric foretells, in which Saxon culture has 
“decay[ed].”  This suggests a terrible loss of neutral ground: the people who now live in 
the place depicted in the novel no longer call themselves by that name.  The English 
reader may posit a continuity by eliding Saxons, Normans, and any number of other 
groups up to the present under the label “English,” but that continuity is tenuous, as is 
underscored by the fact that the reader encounters Cedric in our English language rather 
than his Saxon, and our prose novel rather than his poetry. 
 Ivanhoe also struggles against the loss of poetry it depicts.  Scott’s depictions 
demonstrate that something of Saxon culture has survived and is not so removed that it 
cannot be made “intelligible” to nineteenth-century readers.  In doing so, Scott frames 
himself as the descendent of the vanished poets.  Scott’s depiction of Cedric and his 
fellow Saxons mimics the function Cedric attributes to poetry: (re)constructing Saxon 
culture.  Ivanhoe is no poem, but its narrator is ever conscious of his poetic predecessors, 
meditating on how poets would have depicted the scenes he narrates (106, 235).  Scott 
also conjures poetic ancestors within the fictive world of the novel.  Minstrels, 
troubadours, singers, bards, and balladeers continually wander in and out of the narrative, 
composing their own, parallel representations of the very events Scott depicts for the 
reader.25   
 The reader also has a proxy within the fictional world of the novel.  In addition to 
the poetic chapter mottoes, several poems are spoken by characters within the chapters.  
Of the eight poems quoted within the chapters of Ivanhoe, seven are uttered by travelers, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 For example: Friar Tuck demands that events he is about to narrate be “chronicle[d] in ballad or lay” 
(279); a minstrel journeys to Rebecca’s witch trial seeking a “subject for my rhyme” (383); Ivanhoe 
himself contemplates how his narrative would be produced by minstrels or bards (249). 
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exiles, kidnapping victims, or others who have been dramatically uprooted from their 
native context and the eighth, a funeral song, frames death as a journey “Through paths 
unknown” (373).26  These poems bear some essential truth or epistemological structure 
that helps speakers reorient themselves in a foreign, confusing, and often dangerous 
environments.  They are also short enough to memorize and recite, organized into units, 
and constructed according to patterns that aid memory, and so are suited to circulation in 
a way prose works, especially novel-length prose works, are not.  These characters use 
poetry the same way the reader is encouraged to do, accepting it as “neutral ground” 
stated by our bards, “handed down unaltered” through history, and offering formal, 
historical, and epistemological coherence.  
The majority of Scott’s mottoes provide one of two types of frameworks for their 
chapters.  In the first, a motto depicts an archetype that the central character of the 
chapter will exemplify.  The motto alerts the reader to the fact that there awaits in the 
chapter some individual character she does not know, but yet she knows his general 
features.  The first five chapters of Ivanhoe, each of which introduces readers to a central 
character, are headed with archetype mottoes.  The chapter in which we meet Ivanhoe’s 
father, for example, opens with a passage from James Thomson’s Liberty, a poetic 
catalogue of national landscapes and the types of people who inhabit them.  It reads: 
“…deep-blooming, strong/ And yellow hair’d, the blue ey’d Saxon came” (33).  The 
motto corresponds to a particular passage: the long description of the face and body, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 An errant knight sings of his own wanderings in “The Crusader’s Return” (149-50); Robin Hood’s friar 
sings of his freedom to “roam where he lists” in “The Barefooted Friar” (150-51); the knight and friar sing 
while en route (166), as do the jester Wamba and Richard (353-4); Wamba quotes a poem when captured 
by Normans about Norman appropriation of Saxony (224-5); Ulrica chants the “wild strophes” of a Saxon 
war song as she burns the castle of the Norman who abducted her (269-70); Rebecca sings of “Forsaken 
Israel [who] wanders lone” when held captive (337-8). 
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clothes and manner, of Ivanhoe’s father, Cedric.  Scott’s depiction repeats and expands 
these three key terms: Cedric has “large blue eyes” situated within a long list of facial 
features, and “long yellow hair” that the narrator goes on to describe as “equally divided 
upon the top of his head and upon his brow, and combed down on each side to the length 
of his shoulders.”  “Strong” similarly expands into “He was… broad-shouldered, long-
armed, and powerfully made” (34).  Encountering the description after the motto, the 
reader can differentiate the three general traits of Cedric, the representation of the Saxon 
race, from the incidental particularities of Cedric the individual.  In Scott’s novel, prose 
verifies and supplements poetry’s generality, and poetry distills the multitude of prosaic 
details into a coherent whole. 
The second major type of motto states a “principle of our common nature” that 
the chapter will realize in a particular scenario.  “Arouse the tiger… Strive with the half-
starved lion for its prey,” one motto declares, “Lesser the risk, than rouse the slumbering 
fire/ Of wild Fanaticism” (301).  The vague warning gradually solidifies as the chapter 
unfolds.  The zealous leader of a templar order discovers one of his knights is infatuated 
with a Jewish woman and he orders the woman to be tried for witchcraft.  As with the 
archetype example, the motto is tied to a particular moment in the chapter.  The 
meditation of the woman’s father that the current “fanaticism of the Order was not less 
dangerous than their [former] unprincipled licentiousness” (304) is a clear prose analogue 
of the motto.  In addition, however, the “wild Fanaticism” conjured in the motto is the 
organizing principle of the entire chapter.  The actions of the chapter are motivated either 
by fanaticism (the Grand Master’s ranting and ordering of the trial) or a response to his 
fanaticism (the woman’s father begs for her release, the Master’s colleagues ask him to 
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relax his harsh rules).  The majority of the chapter is composed of the Master’s diatribes, 
which are characterized by extreme opinions, hyperbolic language, and “the spiritual 
pride of a self-satisfied devotee” (304).  His is the rhetoric of extreme opposition: “the 
enjoyment of paradise” (306) vs. the “deep abyss of wickedness” (311);  “the pure and 
undefiled doctrine” vs. the “stain” of hypocrisy in his order “foul as that left by the 
streaks of leprosy in the walls of the infected houses of old” (306).  Finally, as the motto 
foretold, all things that fall on the wrong side of his binaries are at risk violent 
destruction.  At the opening of the chapter this covers the general population—“Slay the 
sinners, male and female!” (307)—but by the end of the chapter the Master has narrowed 
his interest to the specific case of the Jewess Rebecca, who, if she is found guilty, will be 
“burned at the stake, and her ashes scattered to the four winds” (311), a terrify realization 
of the “risk” and “fire” foretold by the motto.  Together, motto and chapter form a self-
contained unit, in which the prose chapter faithfully exemplifies what the poetic motto 
prophesied. 
By repeating this pattern of a poetic prophesy followed by its prose realization, 
the novel becomes a demonstration of poetry as that “neutral ground” that makes the 
unknown—our ancestors, other cultures—essentially knowable.  Poetry thus offers a 
framework for understanding the seemingly scattered, incoherent details of the prose 
chapters.  This belief in poetry, however, operates on assumptions uncomfortably close to 
those of the wild fanatic.  First, it demands a ceding of agency.  The novelist can do 
nothing but follow his poetic ancestors, and human endeavor can do no more than 
reinforce previous authorities.  This denial of autonomy becomes painfully clear when we 
encounter epistemological constructions that we find injurious or insufficient.  In the 
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example above, the transgressive Templar is caught between the anti-Semitism of the 
doctrine that constructs his identity and his personal love for a Jewish woman.  Unwilling 
to surrender his own moral sense, or his own desire, the Templar has two options.  One is 
to admit that poetry requires interpretation.  If the meaning of religious doctrine is not 
transparent, then humans do not merely propagate but translate it, and their translations 
are open to negotiation.  In the prose chapters, what counts as “poetry”—that which is 
“handed down unaltered” or inherently “common” to all people—is ambiguous or 
contested.  The Templar’s second option is to dismiss his doctrine as completely wrong.  
This is a terrifying prospect: it means rejecting his god and abandoning the belief in the 
epistemological framework that he had used to understand the world.   
Scott’s narratorial treatment of poetry is not nostalgic or reverent—even as he 
frames poetry as “neutral ground” and himself an offspring of poetic ancestors, he doubts 
his position.  In a combat scene, for example, the narrator notes: “Less obstinate, and 
even less dangerous combats, have been described in good heroic verse; but that of Gurth 
and the Miller must remain unsung, for want of a sacred poet to do justice to its eventful 
progress.  Yet, though quarter-staff play be out of date, what we can in prose we will do 
for these bold champions” (106).  Apologetically, the narrator admits he has only prose to 
depict the engagement, which merits the apparently grander, more formal, more 
authoritative “heroic verse” of the “sacred poet.”  At the same time, the parallels he 
draws between his prosaic swineherd and miller and the poetic warriors depicted by his 
forerunners undermine the idea of poetry’s superiority.  Scott’s juxtaposition of content 
and genre also suggests that “heroic verse” might be as “out of date” as the medieval 
events and values it depicts.   
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For the most part, Scott’s poetic anxiety is relegated to such narratorial asides, but 
a few of his mottoes force readers to question the stability of his poetic neutral ground.  
Chapter four depicts characters’ epistemological frameworks failing.  Having been 
caught in a storm, two Norman travelers claim Cedric’s hospitality for the night.  This 
domestic invasion encapsulates and exacerbates the social instability of the time.  The 
presence of Normans in his own home, demanding accommodation and presuming 
superiority, highlights Cedric’s sense that his cultural identity is disappearing before his 
eyes.  The Normans, meanwhile, though conquerors, are dependent on the conquered.  
They are on the enemy’s soil, they engage in his rituals, eat his food, live in his home, 
and otherwise absorb something of his identity.  A third traveler adds to the uncertainty.  
A pilgrim recently returned from the east, he sits apart in the shadows and refuses to give 
his name.  Finally, a knock sounds at Cedric’s door, announcing another, utterly 
unknown presence, and the chapter ends leaving Cedric, guests, and readers in suspense 
as to this latest stranger’s identity.   
As chapter five opens, the reader is in an even more heightened state of “anxiety 
and dependence” than usual, but the motto immediately springs up to supply the 
knowledge that the reader only just realized she was missing.  Excerpted from a well-
known speech of Shylock’s in The Merchant of Venice, the motto reads:  “Hath not a Jew 
eyes?  Hath not a Jew hands… [is he not] warmed and cooled by the same winter and 
summer, as a Christian is?” (46).  That epistemological void created by the knock at the 
door is filled.  If we doubted that the stranger is a Jew, that doubt is dispelled in the 
opening line of the chapter: “Oswald [Cedric’s servant], returning, whispered into the ear 
of his master, ‘It is a Jew, who calls himself Isaac of York; is it fit I should marshall him 
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into the hall?’” (46).  The cliffhanger at the end of the previous chapter introduces 
something readers do not know, the motto makes this known, and the following chapter 
substantiates it.  Before we enter the new chapter, we know the identity of the stranger at 
the door. 
Or do we?  Like the quotation about “the Saxon” that preceded our first view of 
Cedric, the motto here presents a general category that quickly resolves into an 
individual.  In this case, however, the “neutral ground” of the motto is fiercely contested.  
The excerpt gives Shylock’s definition of Jewish identity but that definition is 
constructed in response to a contradictory one.  This is jarring, as it presumes that the 
“neutral ground” is negotiable, open to reconstruction, and thus is constructed in the first 
place.  The motto is, rather, an anti-definition, a plea to Christians to reexamine received 
knowledge, to unknow anti-Semitic understandings of Jewishness.  The stranger is a Jew, 
but we are not certain we know what that means.  The motto is not immediately followed 
by the arrival of Isaac, but rather the report of him in his absence, prolonging the sense of 
emptiness that the motto has constructed around the term.  Similarly, for the characters, 
the revelation of stranger’s Jewish identity only produces another question: what is the 
“fit” response to him? 
 The neutrality of “neutral ground” is further questioned by the fact that Scott’s 
use of Merchant of Venice is as much a departure from Shakespeare as it is a reiteration 
of his text.  Shakespeare, that superlative English bard, appears to be a stable ancestor, 
Scott having received his knowledge and “handed [it] down unaltered” to his readers.  In 
particular, Scott draws most heavily from The Merchant of Venice.  His narrative of the 
Jewish moneylender Isaac and his daughter Rebecca is a direct reference to Shylock and 
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his daughter Jessica, a point underscored by the fact that Merchant provides three 
mottoes for the novel, more than any other source.27  However, though Shakespeare’s 
words reach us “unaltered,” they are strategically chosen.  Scott invokes the double 
conversion narrative of The Merchant of Venice in order to reject it.  Like Shylock, Isaac 
is exposed to force and threats in an attempt to convince him to abandon his religion, but 
unlike Shylock he refuses (279-80).28  In the penultimate scene of the novel, Ivanhoe’s 
new bride begs Rebecca to convert.  Rebecca passionately rejects the idea, in a scene that 
inverts Jessica’s narrative of converting and marrying a Christian (400).29  Scott 
consciously diverges from Shakespeare in his narrative, but never in the poetic mottoes.  
The “neutral ground” is thus not simply “handed down” to us from authoritative 
ancestors but partly our own construction.  The role of the novelist, the nineteenth-
century bard, is to select which poetic “principles” and “passions” will be accepted as 
epistemological frameworks for the present moment.  Those he chooses become mottoes 
that shape his fiction and those he does not choose remain buried in their original texts.  
“Poems” exist, and form the body from which Scott chooses what will be “neutral 
ground.”  “Poetry,” however—what we will understand as our past and our present 







	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 The Merchant of Venice provides mottoes for chapters V, VI, and XXII.  Two Gentlemen of Verona and 
Richard II each provide two mottoes, all other texts only one. 
 
28 Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice, IV.i.381-97. 
 
29 Ibid, II.iii.20-21. 
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THE FEAR OF SMALL THINGS: 
GEORGE ELIOT’S GENRE ANXIETY 
 
In The Mill on the Floss, young Maggie Tulliver observes that poetry is 
fundamentally a genre of small parts.  Staring at a Greek text, she announces that though 
she cannot read the language, she can at least tell that the text is poetry “because the lines 
are so short” (192).  Poetry is thus defined by its small units—the “short” lines of verse as 
opposed to the continuous flow of prose.  The definition is also remarkably small in 
scope.  As the content of the text is unintelligible to her, Maggie’s definition is a purely 
formal one, and as she is confronted with a literal poem, her definition resists the 
tendency to expand beyond literary and linguistic strata.  However, the narrator’s 
definition of poetry that I quoted above is as large as Maggie’s is small.  The “sense of 
poetry” produced by the narrator’s recognition of the “grand historic life of humanity,” 
and the “oppress[ive]” sense of the “prosaic” that results from the lack of poetry, are 
purely abstract uses of the terms.  To use “poetry” in this way erases its formal 
characteristics as a literary genre, but also expands the scope of the term.  The “sense of 
poetry” that “thrills” the narrator connects her with the “grand” and expansive category 
of humanity.  The “emmet-like” families along the Floss are precisely the opposite of 
poetic, suffering “the most prosaic form of human life” (283). 
The pairing seems like another example of the promiscuity of “poetry” in 
Victorian discourse: at one moment it means lines of verse, at another it means some 
vast, abstract concept unrelated to literature or language.  Here, however, the two are 
intimately connected: both express the relationship between parts and wholes that 
underpins Eliot’s epistemological and aesthetic theory.  When Maggie says poetry’s lines 
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are short, she recognizes that they are discrete units.  Northrop Frye posits this as one of 
the defining distinctions between prose and verse forms: while prose lines are continuous, 
verse lines are recurrent.30  A verse line is thus not a fragment of arbitrary shape but a 
discrete whole in itself as well as part of the other, larger whole that is the poem.  At the 
same time, the line itself is the product of combining even smaller discrete units 
according to a given pattern. 
The “sense of poetry” is available to us outside literature, as well—we might, for 
example, sense the zeitgeist of medieval Europe in the ruins of a castle on the Rhine.  In 
fact, Eliot argues in an early essay that the recognition of parts and wholes is the process 
through which all human knowledge is produced.  Poetry thus represents our first and 
best way of understanding the ultimate truth of the world: that nothing is isolated or 
arbitrary, that even the smallest, most mundane things in life are recovered from 
meaninglessness by their relation to the cosmic whole. 
Eliot’s theory allows her to envision the world governed by some overarching 
order, a secular religion that unites all things, and this belief underpins her definition of 
the novel as genre: that which is at once prosaic and poetic.  Despite her faith, however, a 
fear haunts Eliot’s novels, the fear of the terrible smallness of the emmet-like inhabitants 
of the ruins on the Floss who seem truly, irredeemably small.  If this is so, there is no 
cosmic order that unites us to something larger than our individual selves, and the “sense 
of poetry” is an illusion.  Eliot draws on the association between poetry and prophesy, but 
in her construction, poetry is an instantiation of knowledge produced by objective 
observation, not revealed by a superhuman source.  The ultimate order that unites all 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 Frye, Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1957), 308. 
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things, however, is always speculative, always beyond human conception, and thus to 
posit it is to believe rather than to know.   
 Eliot’s novels are characterized by their “sense of poetry,” but in addition to this, 
her last three novels—Felix Holt, the Radical; Middlemarch; and Daniel Deronda—
revive the epigraphic convention, drawing literal poetry into the structure of the novel 
itself.  Like Scott, she is beset by genre anxiety, and like Scott, she uses the epigraphic 
structure to introduce poetry as an epistemological framework for her prose text.  
However, she allows herself to examine more often and more closely the fear that there is 
no order—no “neutral ground”—that unites and elevates all prosaic existence.  Moreover, 
Scott rarely faces the possibility that poetry can be lost in the poetry of his novel itself.  
His mottoes always clearly and accurately comprehend the following chapters, and doubt 
is relegated almost completely to the prose.  Eliot, however, breaks with chapter motto 
tradition, employing mottoes that are ambiguous and even emphatically misleading.  
Thus, while Scott’s reader only observes a people losing their bards, Eliot’s reader 
experiences the loss of poetry himself.   
Like Ivanhoe, Middlemarch derives its narrative and emotional energy from the 
conflict between the “ardent” desire for epistemological order and the failure of available 
structures to provide that order.  Like Scott’s Saxons, the Middlemarchers live in an era 
in which there exists “no coherent social faith and order which could perform the 
function of knowledge” (3).  However, while the Saxons of Ivanhoe have lost their 
national bards, the loss of poetry in Eliot’s novel occurs on an individual level.  Dorothea 
Brooke and the other protagonists of the novel seek a “lofty conception” of the world (3), 
41	  
a theory or design or religion that will reveal an overarching universal order and thereby 
render their small, provincial lives meaningful.   
 
 In two very different documents, Eliot articulates her concept of “poetic form”31 
that will underpin so much of her later work.  The first, her 1868 essay, “Notes on Form 
in Art,” presents genre—at least, the difference between poetry and prose— as the effect 
of an epistemological model.  In Eliot’s model poetic production is the outcome of the 
“natural history of [the] mind” and its interactions with the observable world (435).  
Poetic form, an infinite series of relationships between large units and small, takes the 
place of God.  
 Eliot posits all human thought as the discrimination of “forms.” “Fundamentally, 
form is unlikeness,” Eliot argues, and the thought process can be imagined as the drawing 
of mental outlines that differentiate an entity from everything that is not it (432).  The 
outline is a recognition of likeness as well as unlikeness, for to recognize an object as 
different from other things is also to recognize the object as a self-identical unit, to “sense 
[its] wholeness or unbroken connexion in space & time” (433).  Eliot’s initial example is 
a flash of light, which is “whole” in that it continues the same across its duration, and 
because an observer can distinguish it from the darkness it interrupts (432).  “Whole” 
does not necessitate homogeny, however.  A “whole” can also be a unit composed of 
different but interdependent parts.  Eliot shifts her example to “the human organism,” 
which operates as a discrete whole, but is also a system of distinguishable parts that are 
“as diverse as the finger-nails & tooth-ache, as the nervous stimulus of a muscle 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 Eliot, “Notes on Form in Art,” The Essays of George Eliot, Thomas Pinney, ed. (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1963), 430-47, at 435.  Eliot indiscriminately shifts between the capital and lowercase “f” 
of “form.”  I will use lowercase throughout this section. 
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manifested in a shout, & the discernment of a red spot on a field of snow” (433).   
 From initial binary discriminations between wholes, to the recognition of wholes 
made up of parts, human perception expands still further, recognizing that “whole” and 
“part” become dependent on one’s frame of reference.  An organ is a “part” of that 
“human organism,” but it is also itself a whole system of interrelated parts.  As it 
expands, the mind perceives “wholes composed of parts more & more multiplied & 
highly differenced, yet more & more absolutely bound together by various conditions of 
common likeness or mutual dependence.  And the fullest example of such a whole is the 
highest example of Form” (433).  Human thought thus tends toward that superlative 
form, but always only tends: as the repeated “more & more” demonstrates, there is no 
limit to the expansion of “form” that the human mind can discern.  The tendency toward 
the highest or complete form is the process through which we produce knowledge, but it 
is also the underlying content of that knowledge, for whether we speak of light flashes or 
human organisms, what we know, according to Eliot, is that all things are constituted 
according to a cosmic order in which all entities are part of something larger, and 
ultimately part of the infinite whole.   
 Eliot’s “highest form” takes the place of God in her revision of poetry as 
prophetic utterance.  It is the ultimate meaning, the final, complete whole.  If the end 
points in both theories echo each other, however, the process of knowledge production is 
very different.  She places the beginnings of poetry in the time of our earliest ancestors.  
In a “spontaneous and unreflecting way,” they mimicked repetitive sounds in their 
environments or matched language to mundane, repetitive actions (435).  When people 
became conscious of these patterns, and reproduced them outside the context of the 
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original actions, the result was poetry.  The “rhythmic shouts with clash of metal 
accompanying the huntsman’s or conqueror’s course,” for example, are the origins of 
ballad epic (435).  Poetry is the conscious reifying of the fundamental process of human 
thought; an instantiation of the process of knowing. 
 Eliot’s theory encompasses all aesthetic works but she names poetry as the 
epitome of form.32  Any text could be divided into various “parts”: words or sentences; 
chapters or volumes; narrative beginnings, middles, and ends.  Poetry operates though 
another dimension of relationships between parts and wholes, and makes those 
relationships palpable to the reader in ways that prose cannot.  A poem is a whole made 
up of visually discrete parts—the short lines that Maggie noticed.  Unlike lines of prose, 
which are arbitrarily determined by the size of the page on which they are printed, the 
short lines of poetry are produced by the rules of meter.  Furthermore, each line is a 
whole composed of a prescribed number and kind of feet, and each foot is a whole 
composed of a prescribed number and kind of syllables or stresses.  Just as a reader can 
see at a glance the division of a poem into lines, she can hear the sound patterns that 
determine the various parts of each line.  And expanding still further, lines may be 
connected through sound patterns (number of lines, end rhyme) to form stanzas, 
themselves connected through formal rules, forming a unit that, regardless of semantic 
content, can be recognized as a whole poem.  “Notes on Form in Art,” though it opens 
with a study of the human thought process, is an essay on poetry, and throughout the 
essay Eliot uses “poetry,” “form” and “poetic form” interchangeably, foreshadowing her 
later use of “poetry” in her novels to signify the form she discusses in the essay. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32 Eliot shifts from discussing aesthetics generally to literature specifically with little explanation, except to 
note that literature is “superior” to other art forms in that “its medium, language, is the least imitative, & is 
in the most complex relation with what it expresses” (435). 
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 “Notes on Form” articulates the logic behind the “sense of poetry” at the heart of 
so many scenes in Eliot’s novels in which a vast system or principle is suddenly visible in 
a single, small part.  In the example from The Mill on the Floss, the narrator slides into 
the scientific language and rationale that prefigures the essay.  The claim that one can see 
the spirit of an era in the ruins of a single building or, for that matter, a grand, historical 
narrative in the life of little Maggie Tulliver, is supported by the teachings of “natural 
science,” whose “highest striving is after the ascertainment of a unity which shall bind 
the smallest things with the greatest… It is surely the same with the observation of 
human life” (284).  
 Surely?  If one can directly translate the principles of anatomy or particle physics 
to the study of human life, how does one account for those “emmet-like” people along the 
Floss, who have slipped from the cosmic unity into “oblivion”?  Surely, we are not sure.  
Surely, the thrilling sense of poetry inspired by the Rhine castles is thrown into doubt by 
the Tullivers who stand stubbornly outside the “religion” and “moral notions” that would 
involve them in the general development of human life, and who are even “out of keeping 
with the earth on which they live” (284).  “Notes on Form” makes science a religion by 
assuming that the observable form of the physical world extends to the psychological, 
social, and philosophical realms of human life.  To examine Eliot’s doubts about this 
assumption, we need a second text. 
The second half of Eliot’s poetic theory can be derived from a letter she wrote to 
her friend Sara Hennell in 1848. 33  A passage in a personal letter is hardly a self-
conscious articulation of an aesthetic theory, but this passage proves to be a sketch of a 
concept that Eliot will revisit repeatedly in her novels.  The letter describes the sense of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 4 June 1848. The George Eliot Letters, ed. Gordon S. Haight. New Haven: Yale, 1954. 
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suddenly losing one’s sense of poetry, the phenomenon suffered by the Mill narrator 
when turning her attention to the people who live along the Floss.  The passage also 
establishes a set of tropes, images, and even specific words Eliot will reuse when 
depicting the phenomenon in her novels.  Moreover, the letter examines the inverse 
phenomenon of the essay: the sudden perception of formlessness and the undoing of 
knowledge.   
The letter posits what Mill suggests is the case: that the poetic form that orders the 
physical, observable world also orders “human life.”  In this case, the sought-after “unity 
that shall bind the smallest things with the greatest” is a network of relations among all 
people that would allow us to understand our individual lives in the context of human life 
generally.  The letter images poetry as shaping “all the stages of life”: the “poetry of 
girlhood,” the “poetry of love and marriage,” the “poetry of maternity” and the “poetry of 
duty”— without these, we would “see ourselves, and all about us, as nothing more than 
miserable agglomerations of atoms—poor tentative efforts of the Natur Princip to mould 
a personality” (264).  When applied to the human, then, poetry is identity, literally a 
making same.  “Girl” and “wife” and “matron” draw together under a single term all that 
occurs in a subject’s life across a certain period of time, as well as the cultural 
associations and expectations attached to the term, in the same way that the “human 
organism” comprehends such varied things as fingernails, toothaches, and muscle 
contractions.  In addition, each of these categories is based on an individual’s relation to 
others.  Thus poetry allows us to know ourselves as coherent entities but also as parts of a 
larger whole, promising to endow each of us, and “all about us,” with a meaning beyond 
our individual existences.  
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In both letter and essay, poetry is the coherence that renders seemingly random 
and unimportant things meaningful, allowing us to know whatever it is we know.  
However, one’s “personality” cannot be observed in the same way as one’s person.  
Without this foundation, all the certainty that underpinned “Notes on Form” vanishes.  
The letter, in fact, describes not the way the mind produces knowledge but the sensation 
of losing what one thought one knew: 
Alas for the fate of poor mortals which condemns them to wake up some fine 
morning and find all the poetry in which their world was bathed only the evening 
before, utterly gone—the hard angular world of chairs and tables and looking-
glasses staring at them in all its naked prose.” (264) 
 
The impotent anguish of “Alas” marks how far we have come from the detached, 
scientific confidence of “Notes on Form.”  The world of the essay is infinite but infinitely 
comprehensible, ever unknown but never unknowable.  In the letter, though physically 
unchanged, it has lost something essential, something that “bathed” it as if with 
illumination and thereby made it comprehensible.  We do no know what is lost, other 
than that we recognize it as “poetry,” and we cannot understand how it has “gone”—if it 
ever was truly there.  We seem to have no way of knowing.  Observation, that crucial 
component of knowledge production in the essay, is here inverted as the world stares 
back at the would-be observer.  Instead of active producers, we can only feel the effects 
of knowledge, or of its loss.  We are “poor mortals” and “miserable agglomerations of 
atoms”; “I feel a sort of madness growing on me” (264, emphasis added), the letter 
continues.   
 This is the opposite of knowledge production infinitely expanding.  What we 
thought we knew, we no longer know; where we had seen a “mould,” we now see only 
disconnected parts.  Knowledge is disintegrating, tending toward zero.  “I feel…  as if I 
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were shrinking into that mathematical abstraction, a point” (264), Eliot says, visualizing 
the endpoint of the fear of small things.  If there is no great poetic form, then the 
individual is so small that she has no significant existence.  
 The total loss of self seems like the end of all things, but according to the letter we 
poor mortals are fated to lose our poetry continually, and continually recover it: 
This is the state of prostration—the self-abnegation through which the soul must 
go, and to which perhaps it must again and again return, that its poetry or religion, 
which is the same thing, may be a real and ever-flowing river, […] not an 
artificial basin (264). 
 
Eliot’s equation of poetry and religion helps explain why her model of poetic 
epistemology needs the terrible loss of knowledge as well as the production of 
knowledge.  Though she removes the concept of God, she borrows from Christian 
epistemology the concept that human knowledge is never complete and never certain.  
We have to proceed as if we could know for certain—this is the science model.  In truth, 
we can never know what is infinite, and cannot know objectively the non-observable 
world.  Our models are destined eventually to fail, and when they do we need to be 
prepared to revise them according to new information.   
 Aligning poetry with religion also allows Eliot to examine, and strategically blur, 
the lines between knowledge and emotion.  The ecstasy of divine revelation and the 
despair of the loss of faith are useful precedents for understanding that knowledge 
produces emotional effects.  To suddenly see the great revealed in the small “thrills” us 
“with a sense of poetry,” and waking up to find that poetry gone is as much an emotional 
as it is an epistemological experience.  Eliot also suggests that the causal relationship 
might work both ways, that to feel something intensely produces a kind of knowledge, 
perhaps the kind of knowledge that cannot be obtained through sensory perception.  
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Middlemarch’s Will Ladislaw will make the claim explicitly, speaking of a soul “so 
quick to discern that no shade of quality escapes it, and so quick to feel, that discernment 
is but a hand playing with finely-ordered variety on the chords of emotion—a soul in 
which knowledge passes instantaneously into feeling, and feeling flashes back as a new 
organ of knowledge” (209).  One who has such a soul is Will’s definition of a poet.  
Combining this with “Notes on Form,” we see Eliot’s “poetry” comprehends both 
scientific and religious epistemologies, and “poetry” thereby becomes a term that pivots 
between belief and knowledge. 
 “‘But you leave out the poems,” Dorothea responds to Will’s purple definition of 
poetry (209).  Her Maggie-like insistence on maintaining a literal, formal definition is 
also a concern of Eliot’s.  She is aware of the cultural tendency to inflate “poetry” to 
cover more and more abstract concepts until it means nothing, or until it may as well be a 
different word as it bears no relation to poems.  Her own theory of poetic epistemology is 
certainly abstract and also exploits the broad range of concepts that have come to be 
associated with poetry.  However, her theory centers on literal poetic form—the structure 
that verse lends to poetic texts.  Moreover, she imports actual poems (or quotations from 
poems) into her novels to perform the poetic function of knowledge.  Poetry in an Eliot 
novel provides a superstructure through which to understand the otherwise random, 
mundane, and small things of prose. The most complex and direct manner in which she 
does this is the use of poetic mottoes. 
The conventional epigraphic novel establishes precisely the relation between 
prose fiction and verse that Eliot argues for in “Notes on Form.”  Epistemologically, the 
condensed, universal sentiments of the mottoes provide frameworks that the chapter’s 
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detailed, expansive prose will exemplify.  The epigraphic structure also imposes a poetic 
form on the novel itself.  In Eliot’s terms, mottoes make it possible to realize chapters as 
whole forms distinct from the text that precedes and follows them, and vice versa.  This 
makes the reader aware of the novel as a whole composed of parts (chapters), each of 
which is in turn composed of two discernable parts (the prose chapter and poetic motto).  
Both of these allow the author to assure the reader of her epistemological bearings. 
Eliot repeats the convention, drawing on the reader’s expectation of poetry as all-
knowing, but also inverting it, offering mottoes that mislead readers and dismantle what 
they know, or thought they knew.  This makes the reader aware of her own reading 
practice, as she must constantly decide how to read the mottoes, whether to accept them 
or, if they refuse comprehension, how to navigate the narrative in opposition to them.  As 
the reader is alternately “thrilled” with the grand poetic form visible in the small scenes 
of the prose text, and shocked by a loss of poetic form, her experience becomes an 
emotional and epistemological drama in its own right, unfolding at the same time as she 
progresses through the novel’s narrative.   
In the following sections, I will examine these two uses of mottoes in 
Middlemarch.  The first section focuses on mottoes that appear to conform to the motto-
chapter convention, though by expanding it they undermine its certainty.  The second 
examines mottoes that explicitly break from tradition, presenting poetic knowledge that 
leads readers astray.   Middlemarch is a particularly interesting case because the central 
drama of the novel is the same as that which the reader experiences.  The characters of 
Eliot’s famously provincial study,34 the citizens of the “prosaic neighbourhood of 
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Middlemarch” (303), are afflicted with a desire for poetry.  Will seeks an occupation 
through which he can help contribute to some greater good.  Dorothea Brooke is 
consumed with a “yearn[ing]” for “some lofty conception of the world,” obedience to 
which would give her own small life a purpose (8).  The town doctor, the theological 
scholar, and the pious banker are all chasing a single construct, scientific or spiritual, that 
promises to give order and meaning to all existence.  They all fail.  Like Scott, Eliot uses 
the novel as a means of examining what we choose to perform the function of knowledge.  
The central drama of Middlemarch, repeated in the narratives of numerous characters, is 
the drama of losing one’s sense of poetry—the same type of drama that the reader 
experiences when navigating the uncertain relationship between the poetic mottoes and 
the prose chapters.  
 
MIDDLEMARCH MOTTOES: 
ELIOT’S EXPANDED EPIGRAPHIC NOVEL 
 
 Like those of Ivanhoe, Eliot’s chapter mottoes each refer to a character, scene, or 
theme in the coming chapters.  At the same time that they project readers into the future 
of the narrative, however, they also demand that we pause to examine the current moment 
of reading.  Chapter mottoes were old-fashioned by the time Eliot wrote her first 
epigraphic novel.35  Many individual mottoes also instruct readers to think about 
linguistic and literary conventions.  Theocritus’ declaration that he will “sing of man” 
rather than “Olympian” concerns opens one chapter (248); Ben Jonson’s definition of 
comedy as the genre of “deeds and language such as men do use” opens another (87); and 
Chaucer’s meditation on the difference between direct speech and “counterfeted termes” 
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(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 105-156. 
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ushers us in to  yet another (191).  The most self-conscious of the mottoes is a depiction, 
in sonnet form, of a group of children reading and recalling the novels of Walter Scott 
(536).  This places us at the abyss that opens up whenever one reads about readers, and 
repeats the trick when, immediately after the motto, the chapter opens on a group of 
young Middlemarchers reading aloud and acting out scenes from Ivanhoe.  Moreover, as 
first the speaker of the sonnet (Eliot’s own composition) and then the narrator of the 
chapter draw attention to Scott’s influence, they send the reader into the chapter 
contemplating literary legacies and the ways in which what we read, or how we read, 
follows us in later life.  
 In particular, the meta-textual thought the mottoes inspire is often about how 
mottoes themselves function.  The motto about Scott draws the reader’s attention 
specifically to the chapter motto convention, with which he is so strongly associated and 
which Eliot conspicuously adopts.  More often, mottoes speak of the relationships they 
establish with their chapters.  All nature is “Party,” one claims, that is, composed of parts: 
the order of genus and species allows one to recognize the “Many in the One, the One in 
Many” (467).  The scientific terminology, and the reiterated assertion of parts and 
wholes, sameness and difference—“He was never You/ Though… you and he/ Are like 
as one to one, or three to three” (467)—make this motto read like “Notes on Form” 
rendered in verse.  Another defines the term “law-thirsty,” the state in which one 
“struggle[s]… after order and a perfect rule” (67).  Mottoes present themselves as genera 
and the chapters, species.  They promise to be the “order” and the “perfect rule” to the 
coming prose.  Eliot’s various metaphorical iterations of the work of mottoes, stated in 
the mottoes themselves, ask readers to be aware of this technique as she performs it. 
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 As they do in Ivanhoe, mottoes in Middlemarch create a sense of generalized 
foreknowledge for the reader.  The little poetic blips prefigure specific characters in the 
form of generalized figures and predict particular events by offering general principles.  
In a novel of intertwining narratives and numerous characters, readers may well be 
thankful that mottoes reorient them before each new chapter begins.  When, for example, 
Dorothea drops out of the narrative for almost one hundred pages,36 readers are alerted to 
her return, and informed of her state of mind, by the chapter’s motto: “A child forsaken, 
waking suddenly/ Whose gaze afeared on all things round doth rove,/ And seeth only that 
it cannot see/ The meeting eyes of love” (180).  The first line of the chapter, “Two hours 
later, Dorothea was seated in an inner room… in the Via Sistina” (180), transforms the 
generic “child” into the heroine’s proper name and the blank context of the motto into 
Rome, even naming the particular street in which Dorothea is staying.  As the chapter 
unfolds Dorothea’s post-marriage disillusionment faithfully follows the motto’s image of 
pained awakening. 
Though this transition from poetic generalization to prosaic specificity follows 
Scott’s example, the recognition of the child of the motto in the novel’s protagonist 
requires a kind of labor Scott rarely asks his readers to perform: the translation of a literal 
child to a child-like adult, and the waking from sleep to a metaphorical awakening.  That 
translation is easily accomplished, but it forces readers to see a difference between motto 
and chapter, even as they align the two.  This is a sharp departure from convention.  
Authors generally seek to make the materialization of chapter mottoes as unobtrusive as 
possible.  In fact, authors often seem to aspire to an identity between the poetry they 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 In this edition, she is last mentioned on page 87, returns as a figure at a distance on 178, and as a 
character in her own right on 180. 
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quote and their own writing.  Scott’s Cedric, for example, is an individual character 
within the fiction of the novel, and therefore distinguishable from the archetypal Saxon 
depicted in the quotation from James Thomson that heads the chapter.  However, Cedric 
is known in his county a fierce defender of his race, to such an extent that he is often 
hailed as “Cedric the Saxon.”37  Even more striking, Scott often selects for his mottoes 
passages that feature the proper names of his characters.  “Shadows avaunt!—Richard’s 
himself again” (348), announces the motto to the chapter in which the mysterious Black 
Knight reveals himself to be Richard I.  The difference between poetic motto and prose 
chapter never fully erodes.  Readers know that the “Richard” of the motto refers to Colley 
Cibber’s construction of a historical figure,38 and that the same signifier in the chapter 
refers to a construction of Scott’s.  Yet the fact that the names are identical disguises this 
difference as much as possible, in the same way naming a monarch after his predecessor 
expresses the continuity of the ruling bloodline rather than change from one individual 
ruler to another.   
For Eliot, the distinction between poetic principle and prosaic example is the very 
reason for the motto-chapter structure.  The sudden perception that differences have been 
brought into alignment or that a thing is simultaneously its own coherent entity and a part 
of a larger structure, is precisely the thrilling sense of poetry that Eliot wishes to offer her 
reader.  Accordingly, it is as important for her reader to see the differences between 
motto and chapter as it is to see their convergences.  The pairing of literal and figurative, 
as in the above example of Dorothea and the waking child, is one means of highlighting 
distinctions.  In a more dramatic version, the statuettes of a chapter motto, one timelessly 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 See for example, pp 31-34, 47, 73; emphasis added. 
 
38 Cibber’s is a revision of Shakespeare’s play. 
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graceful, one expensive and gaudy, come to life as Dorothea Brooke and Rosamond 
Vincy (407).  Eliot also exaggerates the conventional generalization of mottoes, making 
their difference from the detailed embodiments in the prose all the more apparent.  Stark 
abstractions like “the laden one” (694) and “the offender” (226) resolve into Tertius 
Lydgate and Fred Vincy, and Blake’s allegorical “mercy, pity, peace, and love” take 
human form in Dorothea (715).  Thus, while Scott frames the shift from motto to chapter 
as one of adding detail, Eliot’s is one of metamorphosis. 
The most effective motto-chapter pairings, those that most palpably “thrill” 
readers with a sense of poetry, are moments of virtuosity, in which Eliot chooses for a 
motto a passage that has obvious, profound differences from her own narrative, her 
writing style, her genre, even her own historical period.  One of the chapters that narrates 
Dorothea’s unhappy honeymoon opens with a quotation from Dante’s Purgatorio.  It is 
an unusual choice of quotation.  Apparently offering no broad framework through which 
to understand the coming prose, it is a small, spare description of a figure whose cheek 
rests in the palm of one hand.  In its original context, the figure is Henry of Navarre, who 
is meditating mournfully in the Valley of Negligent Kings.  The opening line of the prose 
chapter delineates, in discrete steps, the differences between the king in the motto and the 
young woman who will feature in the chapter: “When George the Fourth was still 
reigning over the privacies of Windsor, when the Duke of Wellington was Prime 
Minister, and Mr Vincy was mayor of the old corporation in Middlemarch, Mrs. 
Casaubon, born Dorothea Brooke, had taken her wedding journey to Rome” (176).  From 
the motto to the first words of the prose chapter we leap five centuries and cross national 
boundaries.  From a king to a duke is a step down the social ladder, and from king to 
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prime minister is a step from monarchical rule to parliamentary.  From Minister to mayor 
is a move from the capital to the provinces, another drop in status and, considering Mr. 
Vincy’s path to office, a shift from the power vested in government to that of capitalism.  
One more step down finds Mr. Casaubon, implied in the use of Dorothea’s married name.  
He is a mere citizen of the town, but according to gender conventions, master of his 
house.  And finally, on the extreme opposite end of the histories and hierarchies that have 
grown out of the motto, is Dorothea Brooke, young provincial woman and “foundress of 
nothing” (4).  Against all those differences, however, the chapter reveals the image of 
Dorothea sitting in the same pose as the king.  The art gallery in which we find her 
becomes infused with the spirit of Dante’s Purgatory.  Will Ladislaw and a fellow artist 
have been sketching in the gallery before coming on “another figure,” this one human, 
among the statues (177).  In doing so they become echoes of Dante and Virgil who gaze 
upon a series of figures before having their attention called to Henry with the phrase, 
“L’altro vedete…” (“Look at the other…”).  The descriptions of the seated figures 
continue to map onto each other with Scott-like exactitude: “cheek” to “cheek,” “palm” 
to “hand,” “made a bed” to “pillowed.”39   The pose itself is a centuries-old convention 
for representing melancholy,40 a means of giving corporeal shape to psychic pain.  That it 
can be translated across so many differences is a claim for the universal human capacity 
for suffering and confusion, particularly the suffering and confusion that arise from 
finding oneself in spiritual limbo. 
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changes the masculine “altro” to the feminine “altra.” 
 
40 As Ronald L. Martinez and Robert M. Durling point out in their notes, it would have been familiar to 
Dante’s audience from medical as well as literary representations. The Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri. 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003): 122. 
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In addition to emphasizing the differences between mottoes and the chapters they 
shape, Eliot also demonstrates the multiplicity of parts that a whole can draw into 
coherence.  In an even greater departure from Scott, she breaks open the tight, one-to-one 
relationship conventionally established between motto and chapter.  Eliot’s mottoes may 
refer to any number of events, characters, or concepts within their chapters.  The last 
chapter of the first book, for example, sets in motion both the novel’s inheritance plot 
centered on Peter Featherstone and the marriage plot of Rosamond Vincy.  Readers first 
meet the aged and wealthy Featherstone, who lords over a clan of obsequious relations.  
While the relatives vie for his favor, and thus a mention in his will, Featherstone gloats 
over his secret plan to leave the entire estate to a distant relation.  He is so enamored of 
the plan that he fantasizes about the reading of his own will and the frustration it will 
bring his family.  Rosamond has no expectation of inheriting and thus has little to do with 
her uncle except for the occasional, dutiful visit.  In this chapter, while Featherstone is 
holding court in his room, Rosamond meets the town’s new doctor, Tertius Lydgate.  She 
weaves detailed plans for her married life, including the specific house her husband will 
buy for the couple.  All the while the doctor remains unaware of the fate she is 
constructing for him.  The chapter’s Chaucerian motto, “He had more tow on his distaffe/ 
Than Gerveis knew,”41 draws both narrative strands—the inheritance plot and the 
marriage plot, the old man and the young woman, Featherstone’s delight in abusing 
others and Rosamond’s utter disregard for them—into alignment as two examples of 
undisclosed schemes.   
Giving mottoes multiple referents not only demonstrates the number and diversity 
of the “parts” they draw together, but also breaks the convention that allows readers to 
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know when the motto-chapter unit is complete.  Each of Scott’s mottoes makes a promise 
to the reader: not only will whatever is described in the motto be explained and enlarged 
in the prose of the chapter, but that one-to-one relationship promises the reader a 
complete unit of understanding.  Eliot’s readers, however, never know when they have 
gleaned the all they can from the motto-chapter relationship.  Chapter 36 opens with 
Samuel Daniel’s ironic meditation on “great aspiring spirits”:  
For being in the nature of great spirits to love 
To be where they may be most eminent; 
[…] rating of themselves so farre above  
Us in conceit… 
 
In quoting these lines as a chapter motto, Eliot preserves the poet’s enjambment.  
Reaching the end of the first line, the reader encounters “love” as an intransitive verb, 
since no object follows it.  The sense is that an inherent part of spiritual greatness is the 
capacity for love, for attraction to or desire for some object, the identity of which is 
inessential.  As the reader progresses to the second line, however, “love” becomes 
transitive.  The “great spirits” in question love a particular thing, and that thing is their 
own eminence.   
 The sudden revelation of egoism disguised as spiritual greatness is realized in the 
chapter almost immediately in the character of the pious banker, Nicholas Bulstrode.  He 
declares that he cannot assist his wife’s family because “Those who are not of this world 
can do little… to arrest the errors of the obstinately worldly” (326).  Bulstrode’s “rating” 
of himself among the elect and his in-laws among the damned at once articulates his own 
opinion of his Christian spiritual superiority and undercuts the assertion in its spiritual 
judgment and refusal of charity, making it a witty and satisfying reiteration of Daniel’s 
poetic observation.  The chapter quickly leaves Bulstrode, however, to focus on the 
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courtship of Rosamond and Lydgate.  Lydgate has an “unreflecting egoism” (327) to rival 
Rosamond’s: while she eagerly anticipates the elevated social status marriage to Lydgate 
will give her, Lydgate grows infatuated with what he sees as “an accomplished creature 
who venerated his high musings and momentous labors and would never interfere with 
them” (331).  The trick the enjambment plays on the reader of the motto is played also on 
the lovers.  Rather than spiritual greatness, though, Eliot reveals as the narrative unfolds 
that what each thought was love for the other was in fact love of self.  When the reader 
recognizes this second echo of the motto, she also realizes that what she thought she 
knew—that Bulstrode was Eliot’s version of Daniel’s “great spirit”—was, though not 
incorrect, incomplete.  As the reader progresses through mottoes and chapters, a pattern 
of contraction and expansion arises, in which a single concept presented in a brief 
quotation disperses into numerous manifestations.  However, as we encounter “more & 
more” prose examples of a poetic motto, we feel knowledge expanding beyond our reach. 
 The reach of the motto can be too broad, but it can equally be too narrow.  The 
conventional motto-chapter relationship exploits and perpetuates the association of poetry 
with universal or eternal truths.  An identity foretold in an archetypal motto is set in 
stone: Cedric will always be a Saxon and Isaac will always be a Jew (whatever that 
means); the materialistic abbot will always be materialistic, the beautiful heroine will 
always be beautiful.42  This is not to say that characters cannot change, but the poetry 
speaks only of what is essential in them.  The same is true of prophetic mottoes: as it is 
written in poetry, so shall it be in prose.  This is not always true in Eliot’s novels.  The 
chapter that opens with a poem on the dangers of idleness (123) presents Fred Vincy 
demonstrating, and even declaring outright, that he is “idle and extravagant” (129), but 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 See the mottoes to Ivanhoe chapters 2 and 9, respectively.  
59	  
this does not prove to be an immutable feature of his character.  Despite the ominous 
reference to death at the end of the motto, Fred overcomes his idleness, gliding into a 
contented old age at the end of the novel that he has earned through industry.  Eliot 
similarly breaks from tradition in her prophetic mottoes that foretell only the near future, 
but fail to comprehend the larger narrative.  When Dorothea suddenly finds Will with 
another woman, he fears he has lost her favor.  The motto of the following chapter, “My 
grief lies onward and my joy behind” (752), instructs readers to understand this moment 
as a turning point in Will’s life, yet even before the chapter ends, he and Dorothea are on 
the road to reconciliation. 
 In the chapters with multiple prose manifestations of the poetic motto, Eliot can 
also challenge the universality that Scott’s one-to-one model implicitly associates with 
poetry.  Shortly after their marriage, Casaubon grows jealous of Will’s attention to 
Dorothea, and Dorothea grows disillusioned with Casaubon.  Casaubon shrinks from 
openly quarreling with his cousin Will, to whom he feels a moral obligation.  He cannot, 
however, quell his anger, neatly realizing the chapter motto: “How much, methinks, I 
could despise this man,/ Were I not bound in charity against it!” (390). As the chapter 
shifts to Dorothea’s perspective, however, the motto falters.  Though initially infuriated, 
her sympathy for her husband ultimately “conquer[s]” her anger (400). 
 Though the mottoes above correlate in some ways to their chapters, they break 
significantly with tradition of poetic mottoes as utterances decreed by an all-knowing 
authority.  Eliot’s mottoes, however, are disturbingly human.  The impetuous “My grief 
lies onward and my joy behind” was penned by Shakespeare, but the application of it to 
Will’s situation seems to stem from Will himself, whose “susceptible temperament” 
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makes him “ready to turn everything that befell him into the collisions of a passionate 
drama” (753).  Other mottoes seem to exist as pieces of received knowledge, floating 
unmoored to any agent in the liminal blank space between chapters, especially those that 
are cited as “proverb[s]”43 or that inscribe their own repetition—“They said of old…” 
(562)— replacing the name of the author with the fact of the text’s reiteration.  These 
mottoes, to return to Sedgwick’s analysis of the epistemology of novel beginnings, put 
readers in a fearful proposition.  Like earlier epigraphic novelists, Eliot hands her reader a 
map at the beginning of each chapter, but we no longer know how well the map relates to 
the coming terrain, and a bad map may be worse than none at all. 
 
 
WHEN POETRY FORSAKES US 
 
“[T]rifles make the sum of human things,” a line from Hannah More’s poem 
Sensibility,44 makes an ideal Middlemarch chapter motto.  Its aphoristic juxtaposition of 
“trifl[ing]” parts with the “sum” of human life neatly distills Eliot’s thematic, formal, and 
epistemological investigation of the relations between parts and wholes.  Yet, Eliot does 
not quote the line at the top of a chapter but places it instead in the mouth of the 
unscrupulous auctioneer, Borthrop Trumbull.  A rhetorician who specializes in the 
dispatching of “undesirable articles” (565), Trumbull studs his sales pitches with poetic 
quotations.  A heart-shaped box of riddles is, he admits, a trifle, but “trifles make the sum 
of human things—nothing more important than trifles” (569).  In quoting poetry, 
Trumbull exploits the same genre expectations Eliot does in her mottoes, and seeks a 
similar effect.  He wants the poetry to demonstrate the relationship between a small thing 
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44 More, Sensibility, line 293. 
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and a much more meaningful (and lucrative) set of concepts.  He wants his audience to 
experience something like the “sense of poetry,” but he wants that effect without the 
cause.  If “trifles make the sum of human things” were a chapter motto, one would expect 
the following prose to substantiate the poetic claim in a specific example.   Trumbull 
follows his quotation not with substantiation but with repetition—“nothing more 
important than trifles”—that makes More’s poetic utterance oxymoronic (what is 
unimportant is of the greatest importance) rather than profound.  Trumbull banks on his 
audience not questioning the authority of poetic utterance, and not comparing poetic 
utterance to prosaic object.  In a perversion of Eliot’s theory, he makes poetry a self-
contained object perfectly detachable from context.  Like the trifle itself, poetry is 
“portable—for the pocket,” a thing to be trotted out and placed atop any given prosaic 
item, vaguely suggesting a significant relationship.  There is no such relationship.  The 
heart-shaped box sells anyway. 
Trumbull’s quack-poetry appears to warn readers about buying into poetic 
utterance—the very reading practice that the epigraphic novel demands.  The motto to 
this chapter, “Good phrases are surely, and ever were, very commendable” (565), appears 
to extol the virtues of mottoes themselves (what is a motto if not a “good phrase”?) but its 
terms are so vague as to render it a tautology.  Should the reader miss this, Eliot 
underscores the point by attributing the quotation not to the author or text from which it is 
drawn—Shakespeare’s 2 Henry IV— but to the character who speaks it: Justice 
Shallow.45  The poetic motto is true, both in itself and as a motto, but what it truthfully 
speaks of is the potential of poetry to present lies or platitudes as profound truths. 
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Eliot believes in poetic form but she is also aware of the ease with which the 
desire for a “sense of poetry” can slip into an uncritical acceptance of poetic authority.  
Trumbull hopes that his audience will accept poetic utterance as a ready-made and 
finished epistemological framework, separable from the prosaic “parts” or individual 
instances it supposedly draws into coherence.  But poetic frameworks are only 
frameworks to the extent that they accurately frame.  The definition of a whole is that 
which contains all the parts in question.  Moreover, no whole is ever finished.  The 
frameworks we use to comprehend the world must arise out of the prosaic world and 
must always be evolving to encompass newly discovered information.  I will talk more 
about the evolution below; here I will focus on the necessity of comparison as a mode of 
knowing.  Middlemarch demands that engagement by breaking the promise inherent in 
the conventional motto-chapter relationship.  As we saw above, some of Eliot’s mottoes 
conform to convention, and some expand and complicate the relations between motto and 
chapter.  I will now examine those mottoes that emphatically mislead readers, offering 
epistemological frameworks that fail, often in painful ways, to make sense of their 
chapters.  This is the state of prostration, and Eliot leaves her readers to recover or 
reconstruct the poetry of their lives as best they can.  
The citizens of Middlemarch exemplify the process of knowledge production 
Eliot defines in “Notes on Form,” believing in some overarching concept that serves as a 
framework for the ways in which they know the world.  As she argues in the essay, most 
characters are largely unaware of the their own acts of knowledge production.  The young 
Fred Vincy relies on a personalized providence, “something or other—he did not 
necessarily conceive what” to relieve the trouble that arises in his life (125).  To lose this 
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assumption of his “high individual value in the universe” (215), and the attending belief 
that the universe will mold itself to his needs, would mean to abandon himself to 
“absurdity and atheism” (126).  Caleb Garth is an unusual Middlemarcher in that he has 
recognized something of the form of thought.  Caleb has a reverence for what he calls 
“business,” a system of thought and practice that encompasses all the planning and 
production involved in managing farmland (235). This is his portion of a larger system, 
the system that maintains civilization, the “might of that myriad-headed, myriad-handed 
labor by which the social body is fed, clothed, and housed” (235).  Since his youth, Caleb 
has been inspired by the patterns of labor—the “signal-shouts of the workmen,” the 
“thunder and plash” of engines, the “felling and lading of timber”—that inspire in him 
the sense of “sublime music” (235).  That is, he is a modern version of the ancestors Eliot 
depicts in “Notes on Form” from whose observation and semi-conscious mimicry poetry 
evolved.  This gives him the status of a demi-poet, someone who has sensed “poetry 
without the aid of the poets” (236). 
Middlemarch follows three characters who are not only aware of the forms that 
organize thought but who have undertaken projects that manifest poetic form.  The 
pragmatic medical researcher, the dreary theological scholar, and the ascetic, modern-day 
Saint Theresa may not strike readers as palpably poetic.  Certainly, they write no poems.  
Nonetheless, these three are so gripped by a sense of poetry that they dedicate their lives 
to pursuing their particular forms of poetry.  Like all poor mortals, their poetry fails them.  
As the reader makes her way through the novel, she watches how these three face, or 
refuse to face, a world of naked prose.  The reader of Middlemarch reads at two levels: 
that of the narrative, and that of the relation between mottoes and chapters.  The latter is 
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an epistemological (and thus also emotional) experience, in which the reader’s 
knowledge is confirmed, then shaken, and finally shattered.  This sense of what one 
knows about the narrative overlaps the reading of the narrative itself, a narrative that is a 
drama of knowing and unknowing. 
If Eliot’ poetry is the same thing as religion, then Dorothea Brooke is a true 
believer.  Her whole being is animated with the desire for “some lofty conception of the 
world which might frankly include the parish of Tipton and her own rule of conduct 
there” (8).  We might call this the poetry of every day life, a “conception” of the exact 
relations that connect all people, a perception that would make clear how, for example, to 
design cottages for laborers, or how to choose a husband, or whether it is moral to wear a 
deceased mother’s jewelry.  In the “prosaic neighborhood of Middlemarch,” such a poetic 
disposition stands out, like “a fine quotation from the Bible—or from one of our elder 
poets,— in a paragraph of to-day’s newspaper” (7).  Poetic or Biblical utterance is grand 
but also comically at odds with its context: old-fashioned, disconnected from demands of 
daily life.  Or, it is tragically “ill-matched” (3).  The speaker of the novel’s “Prelude” 
warns us that Dorothea possesses the “spiritual grandeur” of a St. Theresa, but lives in an 
era with “no coherent social faith and order which could perform the function of 
knowledge for the ardently willing soul” (3).  That lack of an overarching order, or poetic 
form, throws a doom over the protagonist before readers meet her.  Without poetic form, 
small things stay small: Dorothea will be a “foundress of nothing” whose efforts will be 
“dispersed among hindrances, instead of centering in some long-recognizable deed” (4).   
The narrator’s anxiety throws Dorothea’s enthusiasm into relief.  Not only is she 
“enamoured of intensity and greatness,” but this also makes her “rash in embracing 
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whatever seemed to her to have those aspects” (8).  When we meet Dorothea she is about 
to pass into that stage of life Eliot’s letter describes as governed by the “poetry of love 
and marriage.”  She has decided that she can best serve some greater purpose by devoting 
herself to a great man.  Though she does not think of this desire as a form of “poetry,” the 
model husband she imagines is drawn from the ranks of poets.  John Milton would help 
expand her knowledge, would allow her to serve God and take part in grand intellectual 
projects by serving the man orchestrating them.  When, in the second chapter, Dorothea 
is introduced to the Rev. Edward Casaubon, it would seem she has found her man.  A 
theological scholar, Casaubon has dedicated his professional life to compiling a “Key to 
All Mythologies” that would reveal the single origin of all the world’s myths (22).  The 
project strikes Dorothea as combining both her intellectual and spiritual fascinations.  
The novel structure supports her belief.  The third chapter opens with a quotation from 
Milton’s Paradise Lost that depicts the “affable archangel” Raphael revealing knowledge 
to Eve that fills her with “admiration, and deep muse” (22).  The prose chapter opens 
with a description of Casaubon, alerting the reader that it is to be read as an archetype and 
Casaubon the specific embodiment of that archetype.   
As the chapter unfolds, however, Casaubon seems a less and less satisfying 
iteration of the Milton archetype.  He certainly does not have the face of an angel, as 
Dorothea’s sister Celia points out.  Moreover, association with ancient worlds has not 
given him a grasp of grand, universal truths but has instead given him comically 
antiquated manners.  Similarly, age renders him feeble rather than venerable.  He admits 
that his brain is “like the ghost of an ancient” trying to reconfigure the world “as it used 
to be” (16), and that while he seeks to be flooded with the “luminous” revelations of his 
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scholarship (22) he must “use the utmost caution with my eyesight” (17).  The striking 
misalignment between motto and chapter is emphasized by the fact that Dorothea does 
not see it.  The chapter documents her “rash” acceptance of Casaubon as the embodiment 
of her ideal.  Readers watch her accept Casaubon’s lightest comments as indications of 
expansive knowledge.  We hear her declare that the length and intensity of Casaubon’s 
studies “almost amounted to a proof of whatever he believed” (21).  We track each 
assumption she makes: “doubtless,” she asserts, Casaubon is pursuing his Key “with a 
view to the highest purposes of truth” (17).  When she does perceive in Casaubon 
something that does not conform to her Miltonic model, she dismisses it as her own 
inability to comprehend him (68).  This refusal to consider whether her poetic form does 
in fact comprehend reality is the opposite of the comparative reading practice Eliot 
solicits from her readers.  A reader cannot help but contrast Casaubon with the “affable 
archangel” of the motto, cannot help but watch with dread as more and more differences 
arise.  Amidst her false logic Dorothea notes that Casaubon seemed to her like a “winged 
messenger,” thrusting the motto’s broken promise back on the reader’s attention and 
proceeding as if she had read the motto to her own chapter but refused to read it critically 
against the prosaic manifestation. 
As Dorothea’s romantic plot tends toward marriage, her epistemological plot 
tends toward the moment of awakening Eliot describes in her letter.  The narrator will tell 
us that the realization comes over Dorothea gradually, but it is presented to the reader 
suddenly, giving us the sense of having woken up one fine morning to find all the poetry 
of life gone.  When the narrative leaves Dorothea, she is eagerly looking forward to her 
wedding.  When she reappears post-marriage, she is weeping and so confused she cannot 
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produce coherent thoughts.  She had no “distinctly shapen grievance” but a mass of 
“confused thought and passion” (180).  Casaubon is the same man he was when she met 
him.  None of the facts of her life have altered.  Yet her experience of life has 
dramatically changed.  What she had taken to be grand poetic form is in reality a glut of 
disconnected fragments, a recognition that forms itself as Dorothea travels with her 
husband on their Roman honeymoon.  Rome, notes the narrator, could well be considered 
a “spiritual centre and interpreter of the world” (181) and Dorothea had looked forward to 
her husband unlocking its meanings for her.  She anticipated expansive historical 
narratives that would reveal to her the “suppressed transitions which unite all contrasts” 
and allow her to draw the Classical ruins and Renaissance paintings into coherence with 
her own cultural moment (181).  What Casaubon offers, however, are catalogues of 
unrelated facts that seem to lead her through “anterooms and winding passages which 
seemed to lead nowhither” (183).   
Like Rome, which can only be a “glut of confused ideas” (181) for Dorothea, 
Casaubon’s great work, his Key to All Mythologies, lacks the vital coherence Dorothea 
thought it would reveal.  Even worse than that, perhaps, Casaubon grows suspicious of 
Dorothea’s interest in his work.  Sensing his rejection, Dorothea realizes that marriage 
will never be what she imagined: a “whole” that unifies partners in shared endeavor.  
What it will be, she does not know.  She can only feel the terrible premonition of “the 
disorder of a life without some loving reverent resolve” (182). 
 The loss of poetry leaves Dorothea in an epistemological negative space, in which 
she knows that she did not know; but has no new system of understanding to take the 
place of the one that has failed.  Her very ability to observe the world around her falters.  
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She is less an agent with senses than a thing acted on by sensations: impressions of the 
strange city “urged themselves on her” and “jarred her as with an electric shock”; “took 
possession of her young sense, fixed themselves in her memory” (181). The narrator tells 
readers that red drapery hung around the city for Christmas, but Dorothea senses only a 
redness “spread[ing]… itself everywhere like a disease of the retina” (182).  Without the 
ability to make sense of her impressions, Dorothea experiences sensations not as 
information but as a kind of affliction. 
 Stunned shock gradually morphs into terror as Dorothea begins to sense that what 
she believed to be the order of the universe, the great coherence that would make all 
things comprehensible, has failed her.  The nightmare reaches its peak when Dorothea 
returns to England to assume her new identity as Casaubon’s wife.  Back in the house 
that she last visited as an enthusiastic bride-to-be, she feels anew the clash of past 
expectations and current reality.  Her world seems to be collapsing: the “very furniture in 
the room seemed to have shrunk” and the “duties of her married life, contemplated as so 
great beforehand, seemed to be shrinking with the furniture” (257).  This is the 
“madness” that grows on Eliot in the letter, the sense of one’s own world infinitely 
shrinking, of one’s self as nothing more than an abstract concept.   
The motto to the chapter in which we encounter Dorothea in Rome46 is, as I 
discussed above, the description of the “child forsaken,” which quickly transforms into 
Dorothea’s situation.  Because the motto accurately predicts the coming chapter, it 
renders the reader’s experience very different from the character’s.  The chapter that 
brings Dorothea and the reader back to England, however, opens with the perversely 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
46 The first time we hear her thoughts, that is.  The previous chapter offers our first view of her through the 
eyes of Will and his fellow artist. 
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cheerful lines:  “All times are good to seek your wedded home/ Bringing a mutual 
delight,” and ends with a celebration of lovers who, even in death, foresee “No life apart” 
(256).  Juxtaposed against Dorothea’s narrative, the motto takes on a bitterly ironic tone, 
its last lines about spending eternity with one’s spouse sounding less like heaven than a 
prison sentence.  What has been throughout much of the novel, and throughout the 
history of epigraphic novels, an orienting device has led us astray.  It feels like a 
betrayal—like a gratuitous cruelty.  It does, however, place readers in the same position 
as the character: facing the sudden loss of poetry. 
How do we respond when poetry leaves us?  It is one thing to watch Dorothea’s 
struggle, and another to be asked, as we are asked by the conflicting motto and chapter, to 
make a decision about the poetry that is guiding our experience.  In conspicuously 
breaking with chapter motto tradition, Middlemarch asks rather than tells its readers what 
to do with poetry in the novel.  Will you hope for the following chapters to redeem the 
misleading mottoes?  Will you search the poetry for something relevant?  Will you give 
up poetry as obsolete and skip over the mottoes?  Or will you read the mottoes as the 
failed prophesies of a dead god, at best curious relics, at worst dangerous deceptions?  
Dorothea, as she copes with her own loss of poetry, offers readers one model.  However, 
as the narrator famously reminds us, Dorothea’s is not the only possible point of view in 
regard to her marriage, and hers is not the only strategy for responding to the loss of the 
poetry of love and marriage.47   
Casaubon and Lydgate may not immediately strike us as poetic, but each man 
believes in some fundamental order that unites all things and is driven by the desire to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47 “…but why always Dorothea?  Was her point of view the only possible one with regard to this 
marriage?” (261). 
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realize that order.  Casaubon’s “Key to All Mythologies” will reveal the central core of 
all the “erratic mythical fragments in the world” and render them “intelligible, nay, 
luminous with the reflected light of correspondences” (22).  Lydgate is determined to 
discover a single “primitive tissue,” the structure that underlies all living things and thus 
constitutes “the true order” of the biological world (139).  Each man’s “fundamental 
knowledge” (138) is so central to his life that it becomes “the same thing” as religion—
or, more precisely, serves the same purpose.  Casaubon is a theological scholar, but the 
various gods he studies are only data points to him.   His true faith is in the ever-
undiscovered mythological order that renders them all one.  Even his own native faith is 
displaced: the concept of “the Christian hope in immortality” remains with him, but it is 
to be achieved only through “immortality of the still unwritten Key to all Mythologies” 
(263).  Lydgate’s faith in the “primitive tissue” similarly fills the space that a vanished 
religion seems to have left.  He imagines himself as a “seer” delivering true knowledge, 
though his example of such a prophet is the anatomist Bichat (139).  He dreams of 
“break[ing] the barriers of the heavens” with his discoveries, but the reference is not to 
Christian paradise or divine revelation but to the pioneering work of the astronomer 
Herschel (137).   
 Although the men both see their intellectual projects as distinct from their 
personal lives, their marriage plots and epistemological plots run parallel to each other.  
Casaubon expected his ambitious “Key” to secure him scholarly immortality, but the 
immortality itself was not precisely his motivation.  He has a fear of being seen as petty 
or insufficient, a dread of not doing what is “required” of him (261), and that dread is 
even stronger than his desire for the positive effects of meeting those requirements.  This 
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“egoistic scrupulosity” (262) makes him a devoted collector of parts but leaves him 
without the capacity to recognize connections among them.  He is “scholarly and 
uninspired,” sighs the narrator, “scrupulous and dim-sighted” (263).  Casaubon 
approaches marriage with the same desire to “acquit himself” (262).  He feels “required” 
to “leave behind him… [a] copy of himself” precisely as he felt he must “issue… copies 
of his mythological key” (261).  He wants the companionship and “domestic delights” a 
wife could provide, but perhaps even more than that he desires to be “unimpeachable by 
any recognized opinion” or “code” (262).  He never examines the prescribed opinions 
and codes, either marital or scholarly.  When we meet Casaubon, he is already beginning 
to realize that his Key is not coming into being as he planned, and before long his 
relationship with Dorothea also fails to produce the results he expected.  “Marriage, like 
religion and erudition, nay, like authorship itself, was fated to become an outward 
requirement” rather than inherently meaningful (263).   
Lydgate’s devotion to medicine is a much more passionate love story, akin to 
narratives of “how a man comes to fall in love with a woman and be wedded to her” 
(135).  Like Dorothea, he is “enamoured” (139) of greatness—greatness in the field of 
medical research, that is—and like Dorothea he is rash in accepting it.  Younger than 
Casaubon, Lydgate has no inkling that the great form he believes in will never come into 
being.  Rather than showing the realization grow upon him gradually, the narrator reveals 
in an aside that Lydgate’s presumption of a “primitive tissue” has led him to phrase his 
research question “not quite in the way required by the awaiting answer” (139).  Lydgate 
makes the same error of judgment in his love plot, however, and the evolution of this 
error and his realization of it we do watch closely.  Lydgate’s great fault, the narrator 
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reports, is his prejudices (141).  He is given to forming conclusions before examining 
evidence; or assuming a whole without attending to the parts it supposedly comprehends.  
This appears to be his mistake in his research, and it is certainly his mistake with regard 
to gender.  As a young man, he had assumed a woman to be innocent and gentle based on 
gender expectations only to discover she was a murderess.  After that disillusionment, he 
vows to entertain “no expectations” of women “but such as were justified beforehand” 
(144).  When he meets Rosamond, however, he falls back into his old epistemological 
frameworks. 
The chapters that depict Rosamond and Lydgate’s relationship often have 
deceptive mottoes.  If the reader does not want to be misled, she must exercise the 
comparative reading that Lydgate fails to perform.  One of the most elegant and most 
emotionally forceful examples occurs in the chapter in which Lydgate proposes to 
Rosamond.  The motto observes that a single, “silvery rill” of a tiny flute can, if the note 
is right, force a massive bell to resound with it “in low soft unison” (274).  The opening 
words of the chapter, “Lydgate that evening spoke to Miss Vincy” (274), immediately 
establish those characters as the examples of the principle articulated in the motto, and 
form what the reader knows of them, she might easily read the motto as a prophesy of 
Lydgate’s proposal and the success of the coming marriage.  From their first meeting, 
Rosamond has planned for Lydgate to fall in love with her, and has awaited his proposal 
with increasing anxiety.  Lydgate, meanwhile, has resolved to remain unmarried until he 
has established his career.  He has no inkling of Rosamond’s plots; no idea she is capable 
of plotting.  In this chapter, their conflicting visions of the future seem to resolve.  
Confused and frustrated by Lydgate’s coolness, Rosamond being to cry.  The sight fills 
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Lydgate with “the sudden belief that this sweet young creature depended on him for her 
joy” (283), making the Rosamond before him the perfect echo of his vision of her.  The 
sensation affects him like the flute’s rill: though a mere “feathertouch,” it “thrilled 
through the recesses within him… raising the power of passionate love lying buried 
there” (282), and culminating in a broken utterance that acts as a proposal of marriage.  
The proposal brings him into alignment with Rosamond’s vision of him; she signifies her 
agreement and the two fall into a shared “silence” (283).  The quieting of discord, 
however, is not the same as unison.  On the contrary, this inversion of the motto’s sonic 
metaphor renders the motto subtly but completely inapplicable to the chapter.  To accept 
the motto unquestioningly is to think in the manner of Lydgate (and Rosamond): to 
accept ideological models without considering whether they bear meaningful relation to 
the particulars at hand.   
The motto in this case is misleading to readers because it is inapplicable to the 
particular context of the chapter.  Other discordant motto-chapter pairings go further.  
One of the chapters depicting Lydgate and Rosamond’s courtship is prefaced by a 
quotation from Charles Sedley: “All that in woman is adored/ In thy fair self I find—/ For 
the whole sex can but afford/ The handsome and the kind” (145).  The motto accurately 
foretells Lydgate’s fundamentally inaccurate understanding of Rosamond.  The poem’s 
speaker presupposes a stable, inherent female identity: the “whole sex” puts forth, and 
puts forth nothing but, handsomeness and kindness.  The speaker praises the beloved as 
the ideal embodiment of this female identity, though the passive voice of “All that in 
woman is adored” suggests at the same time that it obscures an agent.  Are these things 
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inherently adorable, or is there a group who determine which feminine attributes are 
adored? 
Lydgate shares the questionable presupposition of the poetic speaker, finding in 
Rosamond the embodiment “that feminine radiance, that distinctive womanhood” that he 
has determined is the essence of ideal femininity—a quality as innate as that of “flowers 
and music” (153).  This is the handsomeness and kindness of the poem.  In fact, Lydgate 
explicitly conflates what the speaker only suggestively conjoins: Rosamond has “that sort 
of beauty which by its very nature was virtuous” (153).  Peering into her history and her 
thoughts, however, reveals that Rosamond’s “feminine radiance” is meticulously 
constructed with the skills she learned in Mrs. Lemon’s finishing school (89), and 
constructed with an eye to pleasing men, a fact that gives the lie both to the idea of innate 
feminine qualities and to the natural virtue of physical beauty.  Rosamond deploys her 
charms for her own benefit, seeking to attract a marriage proposal from Lydgate as well 
as general adoration.  She is concerned “not exactly with Tertius Lydgate as he was in 
himself,” explains the narrator, “but with his relation to her” (156), and kindness—
affection, sympathy, generosity—is incompatible with a mind that understands others 
only as the effects they have on the self.  As the chapter closes, the reader is left not with 
the sense of an inapt motto, but one that is inherently and dangerously wrong. 
Like the motto that foretold the “delight” Dorothea would find in her wedded 
home, the Sedley motto poses a challenge to readers.  The poetic structure that we have 
been offered is insufficient to comprehend the prose chapter.  What is to be done with 
these mottoes and what is to be done with poetry generally, as it no longer holds the 
position of unimpeachable authority that it conventionally has?  It is tempting, especially 
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when smarting from a motto’s broken promise, to reject the novel’s poetry completely.  
Perhaps the motto-chapter structure communicates nothing but that the structure is a 
myth, that there is no higher form, no universal coherence, no meaning to poetry 
whatever.  Lydgate and Casaubon allow us to watch this tactic play out.  After their 
expectations of marriage are denied, the men make the gesture of renouncing all that they 
have learned to expect from love and marriage and in those declarations, love and 
marriage are defined as “poetry.”  When disappointed, Casaubon blames that hazy 
authority, “the poets,” who have let him down, having “much exaggerated the force of 
masculine passion” (58).  Lydgate bitterly reflects that the devotion he expected from his 
wife could only be found “poetry,” and was as far from his life as “the golden age” (9).   
Poetry, however, is stubborn.  Lydgate and Casaubon deny “poetry” and “poets” 
but maintain the ideologies they seem to attribute to them (and which the mottoes show 
are often attributable to them).  Casaubon will continue merely to “acquit himself” (262), 
seeing his relationship with Dorothea as another set of rules to be followed; and Lydgate 
to treat Rosamond as if she were the docile object he imagined her to be.  Poetry can be 
dear to us, or necessary to us, without our having to recognize it.  Lydgate and 
Casaubon’s “poetry of love and marriage” are core structures the men use to know who 
they are and how they should operate in the world, and they are unwilling to critique or 
unable to see those poetic structures, even when they are so obviously failing.  They are 
equally incapable of living without their poetry of Keys and Tissues. 
Lydgate’s and Casaubon’s poetic problem is not that they have put their faith in 
poetry, but that in their drive to discover overarching structures, they ignore the “parts” 
those structures supposedly comprehend.  “Poetic form was not begotten by thinking it 
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out or framing it as a shell,” Eliot writes in “Notes on Form,” “any more than the shell of 
an animal arises before the living creature” (435).  The men unthinkingly assume ready-
made prejudices or social codes will operate like poetic form, but this is expecting the 
effect of poetry without the cause.  Still, this problem is not insurmountable.  Dorothea’s 
“rash[ness]” in embracing grand ideas is the same problem.  According to the letter, it is 
the fate of all of us.  We can be better observers than Casaubon and Lydgate and 
Dorothea, but we cannot, as “Notes on Form” suggests, produce knowledge only from 
our own sensory perceptions.  Even if we could, the most rigorous of us would still be 
“poor mortals,” doomed to fail in our attempts to understand an infinite world with finite 
knowledge. 
No, the ultimate problem with Lydgate and Casaubon is that their understanding 
of poetry has no room for evolution.  Eliot’s greatest departure from conventional chapter 
mottoes is the conceptualizing the poetic form in a temporal dimension, allowing poetry 
to be at once whole and never finished.  Returning to her shell metaphor, one could say 
that, at any given moment, the shell is the “whole” form because it contains everything 
that constitutes the animal.  Examined over time, however, the shell is constantly 
transforming in relation to the animal’s growth and the external environment.  Eliot’s 
shell of choice is a bivalve, but I prefer to use the nautilus as a visualization, as the spiral 
line of the shell records the creature’s constant evolution, articulating time in a line.  
Poetry, then, is not necessarily identity over time, but a palpable continuity.  Poetry 
remains for Eliot an epistemological superstructure, but rather than the same articulation, 
“poetry” is the evolution of that articulation.   
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Dorothea, who has never been as confident in the particulars of her poetic faith as 
Casaubon and Lydgate are in theirs, is able to recognize that her beliefs about Casaubon 
are untenable and to relinquish them.  However, she needs, and knows she needs, some 
poetic principle to guide her life, and so she holds fast to the general—or generic— belief 
in poetic form.  That agonizing chapter in Rome ends with her asserting that there “was 
clearly something better than anger and despondency,” setting aside her pain, and 
“reaching forward… [with] her whole consciousness toward the fullest truth, the least 
partial good (190).  Echoing the language of the infinite in “Notes on Form”—“fullest 
example of a whole, the highest example of form”— Dorothea’s declaration allows her to 
proceed through her life as if she knew that the superlative cosmic form existed, while at 
the same time admitting she knows nothing more about it than that it exists.  Her 
“something” is emphatic but blank, marking the place where more precise knowledge 
would, and hopefully later will, be.  Back in England, she again hopes that “duty would 
present itself in some new form of inspiration and give a new meaning to wifely love,” 
while at the same time admitting that the inspiration and meaning will come not “as she 
had preconceived […] but somehow—still somehow…” (257, emphasis added).  In 
negating her preconceived notions, Dorothea consciously positions herself in purgatory, 
that “second realm,” as Dante describes it, “where the human spirit purges itself/ and 
becomes worthy to ascend to heaven” (I.4-6).  When we see Dorothea with her head in 
her hand like Dante’s king, we see not only the translation of a form of human suffering 
across temporal and political difference, we also see Eliot’s translation of a historically 
specific concept into her own work and her own period.  Eliot maintains the concept of a 
second, or middle, realm between the despair of mental breakdown and the euphoric 
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sense of poetry, a liminal space where one rejects past beliefs but does not yet have 
anything to take their place.  However, Eliot translates purgatory from a geographic 
region to an epistemological-emotional state; locates it in this life rather than the afterlife; 
and imagines it not as a place where a super-human judge sends sinners, but the 
inevitable destination of all “poor mortals” whose knowledge is ever partial.  Because 
there is no God, Eliot’s concept of the journey from hell to heaven is not linear.  God and 
heaven are the end-point of Dante’s divine narrative, but in Eliot’s model we are 
continually in possession of all we will ever know of the whole or the cosmic, and 
continually losing it.  Dorothea’s “but somehow—still somehow” bespeaks an 
understanding of knowledge as a continual process.  Though she does not know, 
“somehow” gestures toward a future when she will, and announces her readiness to adapt 
her beliefs to whatever befalls her.  An arrested process of knowing is not knowledge at 
all, as Dorothea learns, but “a lifeless embalmment of knowledge” (184). 
The scenes of Dorothea in mental purgatory are Eliot’s most complex and moving 
explorations of a mind relinquishing preconceived ideas.  The next stage of this mental 
process is the transfiguring of forms that no longer meet one’s needs, and the most 
compelling example of a mind in this process is Eliot’s own.  Like Dorothea, Eliot needs 
poetry.  The poetic mottoes of her novel provide “lofty conceptions” that will illuminate 
the meaning and purpose of even her most prosaic prose.  They also make visible literary 
history, that spiral line of the nautilus’s shell that has delivered us to this latest moment.   
But also like Dorothea, Eliot finds that the poetic knowledge she has received is not 
sufficient for her own moment and her own text.  She thus quotes poetry in her mottoes 
both to give form to her prose, and to revise the poetry itself.  Eliot underscores the 
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necessity of both maintaining and altering poetry by shifting between embracing poetry 
and reiterating the common trope of poetry as dangerously anachronistic.  When 
Casaubon feels required to leave a copy of himself behind, the narrator mockingly 
interjects that this was “required” by “the sonneteers of the sixteenth century.”  Times 
having changed just a bit, “no sonneteer had insisted on Mr. Casaubon’s leaving a copy 
of himself” (261).  The narrator also commiserates with Will’s frustration with only being 
able to worship Dorothea from afar like a courtly poet.  “However slight the terrestrial 
intercourse between Dante and Beatrice or Petrarch and Laura, time changes the 
proportion of things, and in later days it is preferable to have fewer sonnets and more 
conversation” (339).  Later in the novel, however, the reader will find both sixteenth-
century sonnets48 and one of Dante’s sonnets to Beatrice49 gracing the heads of chapters, 
and these mottoes accurately prefigure the lives of lovers as they unfold in the chapter 
prose.  The seeming contradiction asks the reader to examine what Eliot has done to 
reanimate the “lifeless embalmment[s] of knowledge” that the sonnet-mottoes otherwise 
represented. 
These are often the mottoes that appear to fail.  That motto extolling the joys of 
married life is not a canonical piece—Eliot herself wrote it—but its sentiment and 
metaphors are deeply familiar (“souls made one by love”), and the use of “hath” instead 
of “has” gives it the appearance of coming from a much older text.  When readers see it 
juxtaposed against Dorothea’s unhappy marriage, we may be tempted, as Casaubon and 
Lydgate are, to understand the poetry as ludicrously out of date and dangerously 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
48 Spenser’s sonnet lix from Amoretti serves as the motto to chapter 37 and Shakespeare’s sonnet xciii as 
the motto to chapter 58. 
 
49 Dante’s sonnet xxi from La Vita Nuova serves as the motto to chapter 54. 
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disconnected from reality. However, rebelling against the sentiment completely is no 
more useful a tactic than is blindly clinging to it.  As the painful chapter draws to a close, 
Dorothea is informed that her beloved sister is engaged to be married.  The motto 
becomes a gesture of well-wishing for Celia Brooke, not the universal outcome of 
marriages, but a possible one.  Unlike Charlotte Brontë, whose work I will examine in the 
next chapter, Eliot never quotes poetry that is completely, irredeemably in conflict with 
the surrounding prose.  She does demand that readers wait in purgatory until the events in 
the chapter allow them to make sense of the motto.   
The above example is slight, however, compared to the revisions Eliot makes to 
the works of other poets, particularly influential poets.  Usually she achieves this only 
through strategic quotation and juxtaposition, but occasionally, as in the case of the Dante 
motto, she alters the poetic text slightly.  Eliot changes Dante’s “altro” (“the other”) to its 
feminine form, “altra.”  At the most prosaic level, the alteration makes the quotation 
applicable to Eliot’s female character.  That single-letter alteration, however, makes 
visible the huge alterations Eliot makes when she places Dorothea in the position of King 
Henry, and not only the translations of class and rank and gender mentioned above, but 
also the translation of Dante’s Purgatorio from a physical space to a psychological one, 
and from a Christian to a secular concept. 
One of the most complex examples of Eliot’s poetic revision is constructed in the 
relationship between chapter 58 and one of those “sonneteers of the sixteenth century” 
that the narrator mocked in relation to Casaubon.50  Eliot’s attribution of “Shakespeare: 
Sonnets” alerts readers to the authority of the quotation, while at the same time signaling 
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the revision Eliot has done through her excerpting.  The other mottoes in the novel that 
are taken from sonnets quote either the entire poem or a one- or two-line snippet.51  This 
motto, however, is long enough to make readers aware of the sonnet form and suggest its 
importance, but yet is lacking both the opening quatrain and the couplet.  The epitome of 
closed poetic forms is broken open, and that ultimate form of literary closure, the couplet, 
is replaced with Eliot’s chapter, the latest step in a literary evolution.  
Shakespeare’s sonnet is a bitter complaint against a beloved’s infidelity.  Even 
more than the infidelity itself, however, the speaker laments the beloved’s dissembling.  
“[T]here can live,” he declares, “no hatred in thine eye,/ Therefore in that I cannot know 
thy change” (4-5).  Within the first paragraph of the chapter, the sentiment is attached to 
Lydgate.  The Rosamond he courted was “the perfect piece of womanhood,” someone 
who “would reverence her husband’s mind after the fashion of an accomplished 
mermaid… singing her song for the relaxation of his adored wisdom alone” (547).  Since 
their marriage, however, Rosamond has failed to play the role of worshipper.  Like the 
beloved of the sonnet, she turns her attentions to other men.  This, however, is for 
Lydgate only a symptom of a larger problem.  When, late in her pregnancy, Rosamond 
takes a flirtatious horseback ride with Lydgate’s cousin, Lydgate is “utterly confounded,” 
in part because she has been openly flirting with the cousin, but primarily because she 
had “risked herself on a strange horse without referring the matter to his wish” (548, 
emphasis added).  Rosamond is not a “piece” of anything but an agent with her own 
inclinations, inclinations she will put before those of her husband, and even before 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
51 The Dante and Spenser sonnets are complete as is Eliot’s own to Scott.  The motto to chapter 24 is a 
quotation from Shakespeare’s sonnet 34 (11-12); the motto to chapter 82 is a single line from 
Shakespeare’s sonnet 50 (14); the motto to chapter 52 is from Wordsworth’s “London, 1802,” (13-14) 
though Eliot does not cite this as a sonnet. 
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considerations of their unborn child.  “[S]urely I am the person to judge for you,” 
Lydgate splutters, ordering her back to the position of worshipper, “it is enough that I say 
you are not to go [riding] again…” (548).  Rosamond demurs, however, and he finds 
himself in the bewildering position of issuing further orders “in an imploring tone” (548).  
Comparing the authoritative role he once played with Rosamond to this perfunctory 
gesture of authority, he feels keenly that his beloved has changed.  At the same time, her 
face showed “no change in its loveliness” (548) which he, like the sonnet speaker, feels 
as a maddening irony when compared to her false heart.  
Eliot reiterates the complaint of a beloved’s fickleness, but adds another “part” to 
this conventional “whole,” ultimately translating a single lover’s deception into mutual 
misunderstanding.  To the lyric “I” of the sonnet she adds omniscient narration, and this 
in turn allows her to add the beloved’s voice to the lover’s.  From Lydgate’s perspective, 
Rosamond’s disobedience reads as a shocking change from the docile woman he fell in 
love with.  However, as the narrator shifts to Rosamond’s point of view, we see that she 
never intended to bow to her husband’s will or revere his intellect, nor did she promise 
Lydgate she would.  Lydgate’s perception of her as his “perfect piece of womanhood” 
was largely his own construction.  Rosamond has her own, very different model of 
female perfection—not to mention one of male perfection— and according to these, she 
has been a model wife to a tyrannical husband.  Moreover, the refusal to reveal her 
frustration and pain, which for Lydgate and Shakespeare’s speaker is the mark of 
duplicity, is for Rosamond the sign of her obedience to feminine propriety.  That she 
“had no scowls” for her husband and “never raised her voice,” makes her “quite sure that 
no one could justly find fault with her” (557).  Eliot elegantly parallels this with 
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Lydgate’s emotional outbursts.  Shakespeare presents “moods and frowns” as true 
indicators of a “false heart” (8,7).  The speaker is galled by a placid appearance because it 
foils his attempts to read his beloved’s emotions.  If the beloved is indeed unfaithful, a 
calm exterior is a second layer of deception.  Rosamond, by contrast, is treated to 
frequent bouts of Lydgate’s “moodiness” (550).  To her, a foul mood is not an honest 
representation of emotion but an incivility.  Lydgate behaves as a “brute” (548), cruelly 
inflicting his wild emotions on her, and also betraying the submissive nature he seemed 
to present at the beginning of their courtship.  She, too, had dreams of her married life 
and like Lydgate, she misreads her disappointment as her partner’s inconsistency rather 
than her own inability to comprehend him. 
Not only have Rosamond and Lydgate misread each other, then, they have also 
misread their own desires.  Each longs, as so many literary lovers before them, for the 
beloved to be “true.”  Eliot’s juxtaposition of this conventional poetic plaint and her 
prose reiteration of it, however, calls into question precisely what being true would mean.  
When Shakespeare’s love cries: “So shall I live, supposing thou art true” (1), is he asking 
the beloved to remain sexually or emotionally faithful to him?  Or is he asking his 
beloved to conform always to his own conception, to forever be the “thou” to his “I”?  
Eliot’s characters demonstrate that the latter interpretation is possible.  Neither Lydgate’s 
image of his wife as “perfect piece of womanhood” nor Rosamond’s view of her husband 
as means of achieving “agreeable social effects” (550) imagines the beloved as an equal 
subject. 
As Eliot received it, Shakespeare’s sonnet reiterated a complaint against a 
beloved’s fickleness and deception through a literary form that reinforced gender 
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hierarchies by conventionally attaching maleness to the lyric “I.”  Eliot might have 
dismissed the poem as outdated and wrong, as her characters and narrator often dismiss 
the genre of poetry, while implicitly replacing it with the novel.  Instead, positioning the 
poem in relation to her chapter, she forces us to read both Lydgate and Rosamond into 
the single position of the lyric “I.”52  In doing so, she dissociates gender from the position 
of agency, and the lovers who were merely opposite in the sonnet are equal and opposite 
in the novel. “Between him and her, there was that total missing of each other’s mental 
track,” the narrator summarizes, transforming as the reader’s eyes scan the sentence the 
gendered pronouns into separate but gender-neutral terms (550).   
This is not to say that Eliot neutralizes gender identities, as if the history of sexual 
and gender discrimination either never happened, or has no bearing on the present 
moment.  The most emphatic assertion of gender difference in the sonnet comes in the 
couplet: “How like Eve’s apple doth thy beauty grow/ If thy sweet virtue answer not thy 
show!”  There is a dark threat here, as the speaker not only reiterates an ancient 
misogynist narrative in which gender difference is as original as sin, but also suggests 
some divine force will punish the beloved.  Lopping off the couplet is structurally 
suggestive, implying that the novel opens up the closed form at the very point where one 
expects a pithy moral.  However, the ghost of the couplet is still there, visible in its 
absence.  Thus, Eliot overturns the gender hierarchy of the sonnet, while maintaining a 
memory of it.  This is her contribution to the process of forging the fullest example of a 
whole, the highest example of form: men and women are equal subjects, but this is 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
52 In her revision, Eliot follows Shakespeare’s lead.  By addressing a male beloved, Shakespeare 
challenges, as he reiterates, the conventional poetic complaint against the fickleness of women’s love. 
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articulated through their equal capacities to ignore, misread, and violate the subjectivity 
of others.  
 A poem is “poetry,” is transhistorical, only if it alters when it alteration finds.  
And in this there will be both change and continuity, like the shell.  Perhaps this includes 
the very distinction between poetry and the prose novel that is the foundation for Eliot’s 
guiding philosophy.  Roughly 80% (68/86) of the mottoes are verse.  Some of these state 
sentiments contrary to Eliot’s philosophy of poetic form and thus reaffirm genre 
distinctions.53  Some, however, operate precisely as the verse mottoes do.54  Eliot defines 
poetry as verse only to the extent that it fits her own theory of poetry as form.  If, in some 
ways, prose can perform the same work of articulating a whole, it is effectively poetry.  
The tendency of genre difference, then, is toward zero.  Until we know all, however—
until we have found the infinite understanding that renders even the smallest thing 




A FULLER WHOLE AND A HIGHER FORM 
 
In 1873, William Blackwood and Sons printed a new edition of Wise, Witty, and 
Tender Sayings in Prose and Verse, Selected from the Works of George Eliot, updated to 
include “supplemental sayings” from the recently published Middlemarch.55  The logic of 
the anthology is an uneasy fit with Eliot’s beliefs, as it transforms a whole novel into a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
53 The motto to chapter 29, for example, is a prose quotation from Goldsmith: “I found that no genius in 
another could please me.  My unfortunate paradox had entirely dried up that source of comfort.”  It refers to 
Casaubon’s inability to sympathize and sympathy, for Eliot, is the recognition of a poetic form that relates 
all people. 
 
54 See for example Eliot’s quotation from Fuller’s history, Worthies of England (chapter 10). 
 
55 Wise, Witty, and Tender Sayings in Prose and Verse Selected from the Works of George Eliot, second 
edition, ed. Alexander Main. (Edinburgh and London: William Blackwell and Sons, 1873), title page. 
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mass of disarticulated parts, “beautiful sentiment[s] tenderly clothed” and “pointed 
witticism[s] exquisitely turned” in the ossifying language of the editor, Alexander Main 
(x-xi).  Even more disconcerting is the fact that the supplemental material includes a 
section dedicated to the Middlemarch chapter mottoes.  Without their chapters.  I have 
argued that Middlemarch presents poetry as an ever-evolving form.  If this is the case, 
then the appearance of the chapter mottoes in Sayings represents the next step in the 
evolution of the poetry of Eliot’s novel.  The progression from novel to anthology 
suggests two possible interpretations. 
In one, Sayings undermines the theoretical principles Eliot established in 
Middlemarch, encouraging a lazy or reverent reading practice.  Middlemarch upset the 
conventional relation between motto and chapter and between poetry and prose, 
demanding that readers approach poetic, epistemological form critically, which is to say 
comparatively.  By printing mottoes without their chapters, Sayings makes this 
comparison impossible.  Poetry reverts from being a form always considered and 
readapted in relation to prose, to a source of truth, unquestionable and independent of 
context.  Even the mottoes most emphatically challenged by the prose novel appear 
unchallenged in Sayings.  At the bottom of a page of mottoes about “true love,” the 
reader of Sayings finds the motto that eulogizes the “wedded home” (321).  All the shock 
the reader of Middlemarch feels when this is juxtaposed against Dorothea’s miserable 
marriage, all the protests it raises against romantic and marital conventions, all the solace 
we feel as the potential for happy partnership returns with Celia’s engagement—all this is 
swept away, and the poetic utterance is presented as simply a fact of the emotional 
universe, as “true” as the “true love” mentioned above it. 
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As early as the “Prelude,” Eliot’s speaker warns that Dorothea’s life will find “no 
sacred poet” (3), a warning that prepares readers for an uncelebrated heroine, but also for 
an author who eschews a position of complete authority.  Eliot quotes much poetry in her 
novel, but she revises the definition of poetry as a genre authorized by God.  Her poetry 
is a purely human endeavor to comprehend the infinite, and as such must always be 
incomplete and will always require the critical engagement of its reader.  In Sayings, 
Eliot’s poetry reverts to the older, religious definition.  Leah Price argues convincingly 
that Sayings, along with the many Eliot anthologies that followed, marketed Eliot as a 
poet rather than a novelist.56  She notes, for example, that Sayings over-represents Eliot’s 
poetic output, both her proper poetry and her poetic chapter mottoes (108).  In particular, 
17 of the 31 poetic mottoes Eliot wrote for Middlemarch are quoted in Sayings.  I would 
add that Main and Eliot market Eliot precisely as a sacred poet whose authority is 
unassailable.  Main claimed that Eliot “sanctified the Novel” by using it as a tool for 
presenting “the grandest and most uncompromising moral truth” rather than “mere story-
telling” (ix).  His anthologizing of Middlemarch endows her with the authority of a 
poetess and prophet, leaving readers as mere worshipers, or consumers.  This is 
suspiciously Trumbullian, premised as it is on the idea that the poetic parts of the novel 
bear meaning and authority independent of their context.  Perfectly “portable,” they can 
be attached to any meretricious “trifle”—a heart-shaped box of riddles, for example.  Or 
an anthology.  Or a T-shirt.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
56 See “George Eliot and the Production of Consumers,” in which Price argues that anthologies such as 
Sayings “canonized Eliot’s novels by packaging her as a poet.” The Anthology and the Rise of the Novel, 
105-156 at 106. 
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Main’s and Eliot’s Sayings began a trend of commodifying Eliot and her writing 
that continues into the present.  The popular internet behemoth, CafePress,57 sells an 
array of objects emblazoned with Eliot’s wit and wisdom, including iphone cases, teddy 
bears, thong underwear, pet apparel, “keepsake boxes” (alas, not heart-shaped), and, most 
popular of all, T-shirts.  These could represent a further slide into lazy or reverent reading 
practices.  To take one of the many, many examples, Sayings reprints the motto to the 
forty-fourth chapter of Middlemarch: “I would not creep along the coast but steer/ Out in 
mid-sea, by guidance of the stars.”58  In the novel, the following chapter makes it clear 
that this is Lydgate’s philosophy, not that of an all-knowing poet-author.  “Creeping” in 
the novel represents progress in small increments.  Will calls the life of poverty and slow 
struggle that he can offer Dorothea a “creeping lot” (761), and it is a life they accept 
when their efforts to navigate by grand, removed principles have led them astray.  
Isolating the motto in a book of sayings obliterates this context, offering the statement as 
a truism complete in itself and asks the reader to accept it as such on Eliot’s authority.  
The T-shirt ratchets up the demand for lazy reading.  Like Sayings, it isolates the phrase, 
rendering a comparative and critical reading practice impossible.  It also prints the 
quotation across a background of stars, as if the poetic lines were emanating form the 
heavens themselves.   
The second interpretation imagines a reader who has already read Middlemarch 
when she comes to Sayings; one who knows the content of the novel and the reading 
practice of critical comparison that it fosters.  For this reader, the quoted mottoes will not 
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Accessed 25 January 2013, http://www.cafepress.com. 
 
58 Sayings, 322; Middlemarch, 411. 
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be isolated fragments because they will trigger memories of the particular plot events and 
themes to which they referred in the novel.  Ideally, the reader who re-encounters “All 
times are good to seek your wedded home…” will comprehend the surface meaning of 
the quoted statement but also remember the wedded home of Dorothea and Casaubon.  
More than this, the reader is no longer directed by the epigraphic structure to compare the 
motto primarily with the contents of its chapter.  The comparative reading practice 
expands as the anthology reader has the whole novel to draw on.  She might compare the 
motto to any of the married households of the novel, from the comic Cadwalladers to the 
tragic Bulstrodes, from the misery of Rosamond and Lydgate to the joy of Fred and 
Mary.  She might think also of that conspicuously unwedded home of Camden 
Farebrother and his spinster sisters, might think of the motto that refers to them about 
unwed maidens and unfulfilled promise.  She might think of Dorothea’s second marriage 
that some claimed kept her from fulfilling her own promise, diverting her from some 
single great deed and rendering her effect on others “incalculably diffuse” (785).   
In this way, anthologizing chapter mottoes advances rather than contradicts 
Eliot’s aims.  In the anthology, mottoes thrill the reader with a sense of poetry because 
the prose is absent: the motto bears in it the expansive web of all of the novel.  That is 
what poetry is, the small thing that is also large, the part that makes palpable the whole.  
To read the novel is to have the whole in front of you, but to feel its presence though it is 
absent.  The presence of only the motto implies its chapter and its novel. 
And more than the whole.  If poetic form is to be “a real and ever-flowing river,” 
it must always be reconfigured in relation to expanding recognition of prosaic parts.  
Removed from the prose of the novel, the poetic mottoes are offered to readers as forms 
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to be compared to their own lives.  The chapter motto is already half out of its novel, 
relating to the narrative but addressing the reader.  The anthology pulls the motto out of 
the novel completely.  And, latest and greatest, the T-shirt allows readers to place the 
mottoes on their own bodies and to test them in the contexts of their own prosaic 
neighborhoods.  The legacy of Eliot-branded trifles invites readers to do with Eliot what 
Eliot did with Shakespeare: to draw her poetry forward into new eras, to adapt it to ever 
more particulars, and in doing so to add to the process of constructing the fullest possible 
whole and the highest possible Form. 
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2.  “Visible but Untranslatable”: 
Poetry and the Unknowable in Shirley 
 
 
Knowledge is nothing more than an effect of syntax, not merely 
because any affirmation creates an illusion of knowledge, but 
precisely because syntax is what makes it possible for us to treat as 
known anything that we do not know we do not know.  And this, in 




Charlotte Brontë’s Shirley opens with a Yorkshire rector mistaking an argument 
for a miracle.  Rector Helstone overhears his three curates engaged in earnest debate, 
their tones so passionate and their accents so heavy that he has a sudden vision of 
Pentecost, when the Holy Ghost entered the apostles so that they might speak his 
prophesy.  The assembled people of seventeen nations all heard the same divine 
revelation but each heard it as if it was spoken in his own tongue.60  However, as 
Helstone begins to discern the actual words being spoken, he realizes that what he is 
witnessing is the opposite of miraculous.  One of the men scoffs at his Yorkshire flock 
for their provincial speech.  He himself is taunted for his cockney phrases and 
pronunciations, and the taunter is in turn mocked for the Brogue that identifies him as “a 
native of a conquered land” (10).  “[T]hree presumptuous Babylonish masons” (12), the 
rector cries, bursting into the room.  “What do I talk about the gift of tongues? …It was 
no gift but the confusion of tongues, which has gabbled me deaf as a post” (12).  In this 
moment, each curate is made to realize that he does not know; or rather that he did not 
know he did not know.  What he took to be knowledge of English in its entirety, and the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
59 “Poetry and Syntax: What the Gypsy Knew” in The Critical Difference (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 
1982), 67-76, at 75, emphasis original. 
 
60 Acts, 2:3-11, King James Version. 
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class and cultural authority that goes with such knowledge, was in fact a fragment of 
some larger whole.  Helstone’s reference to the Tower of Babel is apt, but oblique.  His 
entrance represents not the imposition of the curse of incomprehension, in retribution for 
the curates’ arrogance, but a reminder to them that the curse has already fallen.  As 
Christians, they are bound to believe that total comprehension belongs only to God  
God’s curse on Babel is the fragmenting of unity, the “confound[ing]” of what 
had been “one language, and one speech” and the “scattering” of a once-united people.61  
This is also the curse of Shirley.  From its first publication critics have complained of the 
novel’s lapses into foreign languages, its crowd of inscrutable characters, its fragmented 
and inconclusive narratives; in short, its “want of all continuity,” as one reviewer put it.62  
I propose that we understand the confounding nature of Shirley as a purposeful refusal to 
produce coherent representation.  In her novel, Brontë engages poetry’s association with 
the confused articulations and paradoxical epistemology of prophesy in order to 
demonstrate that we did not know we did not know.  I will argue that Brontë adapts the 
theoretical definition of poetry, formulated most influentially by Robert Lowth, as 
profound but only partially comprehensible utterance, originating as a means of 
representing divine revelations.  Poetic language creates a sense of knowledge but also a 
sense of loss of knowledge, as a means of forcing the reader to recognize her own partial 
knowledge.  Specifically, Brontë applies Lowth’s poetic epistemology to the prose of her 
novel, to characters, and to narrative.  First, I examine Brontë’s famously “poetic” prose, 
arguing that she devises specific syntactic techniques through which her prose can both 
assert and destabilize its own assertions.  Second, Brontë uses the performance of poetic 
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62 Albany Fonblanque, in the Examiner (3 November 1849): 692-94, at 692. 
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utterance to create subject positions from which disenfranchised characters can both be 
recognized by society and escape the constraining terms of that recognition.  Third, she 
employs poetic quotations as cancelled prophesies that suggest alternatives to 
conventional marriage and industrial plots.  These “phantom plots” are never realized, but 
they are also never exorcised, and thus they prevent readers from believing, when the 
narrative ends conventionally, that they have achieved complete understanding of the 
text. 
 
POETRY’S EPISTEMOLOGY:  
THE PHANTASTIC SCHOOL OF PROSE FICTION 
 
From the earliest reviews of her work, Brontë has been identified as a “poetic” 
novelist, though the term can mean a variety of characteristics from intense emotion to 
Byronic mysteriousness.  When it comes to Shirley, though, “poetic” usually gestures 
toward a frustrating obscurity that is at once deeply felt but difficult to pin down.  Enid 
Duthie, for example, calls the lengthy essay at the heart of Shirley “an attempted prose 
poem,” because it is syntactically “convoluted” and aesthetically “unsuccessful.”63  More 
generally, Charles Burkhart calls the “beclouded” speech of Brontë’s characters and the 
“confused effusions” of her narrator “long-winded poeticizing.”64  Margot Peters, in her 
study of nineteenth-century reviews of Brontë’s novels, notes that the passages critics 
tend to label as “poetic” are also those most likely to be identified as “overwrought and 
uneven.”65  Perhaps in their readings of Shirley, critics have been influenced by Brontë’s 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
63 Duthie, Charlotte Brontë and Nature (Houndsmills: Macmillan, 1986), 172. 
 
64 Burkhart, Charlotte Brontë: A Psychosexual Study of Her Novels (London: Gollancz, 1973), 57. 
 
65 Peters, Charlotte Brontë: Style in the Novel (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1973), 16. 
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own use of “poetry” as language that resists comprehension.  The eponymous heroine, 
while arguing with her domineering neighbor, Hiram Yorke, suddenly checks herself: 
words seemed crowding to her tongue, she would not give them utterance; but her 
look spoke much at that moment: what—Yorke tried to read but could not—the 
language was there—visible, but untranslatable—a poem—a fervid lyric in an 
unknown tongue.  It was not a plain story… it was something other, deeper, more 
intricate than he guessed at. (351) 
 
The “poem” is a particularly clear form of obscurity: a signifier that is “visible” as 
language, but whose signified meaning is conspicuously withheld.  The inaccessible 
meaning is complex (calling for a “crowding” of words) and charged with “fervid” 
emotion, as if someone were not speaking but shouting at you, at length, in a foreign 
language.  This obscurity of the poem demands something of the receiver.  Before the 
above quotation, Yorke had lost a sparring match with Shirley and, having observed her 
with the local mill owner, “he knew the means lay in his power” to shame her by 
revealing what he assumes to be her secret love (348).  When Shirley responds with her 
poetic expression rather than with shame (she is in fact in love with the mill owner’s 
brother), he is forced to admit that what he thought he had known had been merely 
“guessed at.”  Though the “plain story” is still all he knows, he is now aware that there 
must also exist something “other.”  Thus, Brontë’s primary distinction between poem and 
“plain story” is determined by their effects on a reader’s comprehension: prose allows us 
to know; poetry allows us to know that we do not know. 
 If Brontë has a “sense of poetry,” it is the opposite of Eliot’s: rather than an 
intense though temporary sense of complete knowledge, poetry in Shirley leaves readers 
with the sense of partial knowledge.  However, both Eliot and Brontë base their 
definitions on the association of poetry with prophesy, which is to say, with utterance that 
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is profound but only partially comprehensible.  Eliot’s model of evoking knowledge as 
movement toward a coherent Form or order focuses on what we can know; Brontë 
focuses on, and maximizes, what we cannot know.   
 Poetry has long been associated with prophesy, but the most influential 
articulation of the relation between prophetic poetry and non-prophetic prose is that of 
the eighteenth-century theologian and literary scholar Robert Lowth.  In his influential 
Lectures on the Sacred Poetry of the Hebrews, Lowth seeks to demonstrate that much of 
the Hebrew Bible, which has come down to us as a prose text, was originally composed 
as poetry.  Deemphasizing formal differences, Lowth argued that the primary 
distinguishing characteristic of prose and poetry was their different epistemological aims.  
Prose, Lowth argued, is the native tongue of humans, a mode of language based on the 
assumption that any speaker could theoretically understand any other speaker, and that 
anything a human could conceive, he could represent in language.  Prose therefore strives 
to be “well arranged and perspicuous, [and should reflect] an evident care and anxiety 
lest anything should escape which might appear perplexed or obscure” (14.113).  If 
obscurity is undesirable in communication among humans, however, it is necessary as 
humans attempt to articulate the divine. Lowth posits divine revelation as the origin of 
poetry.  A prophet or oracle can only imperfectly understand the word of God, because it 
“infinitely surpass[es] human conception” (2.28).  Lowth imagines the prophet’s struggle 
to comprehend the incomprehensible as occurring within language: “conceptions burst 
out in a turbid stream [of words], expressive in manner of the internal conflict; the more 
vehement breaking out in hasty confusion” (14.133).  The result is prophesy, or poetry, 
which Lowth points out are etymologically identical in numerous language groups.  It is 
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important to comprehend divine revelation as fully as one can, but it is at least as 
important to experience and acknowledge one’s failure to understand completely.  To 
presume complete knowledge of God would be either to elevate oneself to the level of the 
divine or to reduce the divine to human stature, and Lowth knew as well as Brontë the 
fate of presumptuous Babylonish masons.  
 Turning from theory to practice, Lowth reads the Hebrew Bible with an eye for 
“vestiges of verse” (3.32).  Primarily, these are formal elements that indicate a poet’s 
attempt to create rhyme or metric patterns, including syllable patterns, words with 
unnecessary endings or added syllables, unusual word choice, and unconventional syntax 
(3.32-33).  In addition, though, if “poetry” is ultimately an epistemological effect, then its 
defining formal elements are any structures that help achieve this effect, and the vestiges 
of verse do indeed introduce confusion as they privilege sonic pattern over semantic 
meaning.  This is especially true of syntactic modulations.  Lowth, who was a linguistic 
as well as theological scholar, notes in his A Short Introduction to English Grammar that 
“In Poetry, the common order of words is frequently inverted,” and though he concedes 
that inversion “may be done without ambiguity or obscurity,” the passage appears in a 
section on the importance of adhering to syntactic rules (119).  I will return to the 
question of syntax below, but the broad importance of Lowth is his argument that 
poetry’s defining formal features could be any structure that helped a poet simultaneously 
assert meaning and partly undermine that assertion. 
 Throughout the nineteenth century, authors and critics expanded on the premise 
that poetry attempts to convey what cannot be fully conveyed or comprehended, often 
shifting the nature of the unknown to which poetry gestures, and adding to the vague set 
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of formal elements that help achieve this effect of partial knowledge.  An influential 
example is Carlyle’s vatic hero-poet who utters “inarticulate unfathomable speech which 
leads us to the edge of the Infinite, and lets us for moments gaze into that!”66  Ruskin is 
slightly clearer in his claim that the poet’s language—“broken, obscure, and wild in 
metaphor”—signals to readers “the incapacity of his human sight or thought to bear what 
had been revealed to it.”67  Far less famous but more important here is an 1846 article 
from The Dublin University Magazine by William Archer Butler.  The article includes a 
treatise on what poetry ought to be generally and a review of specific contemporary 
poetry collections, among them Poems by Currer, Ellis, and Acton Bell.68  Charlotte 
Brontë wrote to Butler thanking him for the positive review and for his essay, which she 
believed “condensed the very spirit of truth.”69  Butler’s article is therefore not only an 
example of 1840’s popular criticism of poetry, but also an indication of Brontë’s own 
conception of the genre.  For Butler, as for Lowth, poetry is defined as the literary 
attempt to comprehend the incomprehensible; or, as he puts it “to give voice to those 
deep, undefined, but not less potent aspirations of man, which must have utterance 
somewhere, and which only need utterance the more, the more that man, increasing in 
knowledge, attains some faint conception of the immensity he cannot know” (386-87).  
Butler attempts to finesse the poetic paradox by suggesting that there are degrees to 
knowledge—that poetry “conceives but touches not, it apprehends but comprehendeth 
not” (386)—but poetry still produces the sense both of knowledge and of ignorance.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
66 Carlyle, On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the Heroic in History, 74. 
 
67 Ruskin, “Of the Pathetic Fallacy” in Modern Painters (London: G. Allen, 1892): 200-218, at 212. 
 
68 Butler, “Evenings with Our Younger Poets—The First Evening.” Dublin University Magazine 166, no. 
28 (Oct. 1846): 386. 
 
69 See Life and Letters, vol. II, 112. 
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Butler never claims that his ever-partial referent is God.  On the contrary, formulations of 
poetry such as “the struggles of the soul… for the pure and perfect” (386) suggest an 
abstract realm of Platonic ideals rather than the Christian afterlife. 
Arthur Henry Hallam takes the secularization of Lowth a step further in his 
famous definition of the poet of sensation.70  Poetry still reaches toward the infinite, but 
for Hallam this is not God but our own world.  Human sensory perceptions are “too 
multiplied, too minute, and too diversified” for our minds to fully realize (187).  Our own 
minds, too, are effectively infinite: “There are innumerable shades of fine emotion in the 
human heart, especially when the senses are keen and vigilant, which are too subtle and 
too rapid to admit of corresponding phrases.  The understanding takes no definite note of 
them…  Yet they exist” (194).  Like Lowth and Butler, Hallam sees the construction of 
poetry as a struggle that inevitably leaves its marks in the resulting text.  The “speed of 
[the poet’s] conceptions” and “the inadequacy of language to [his] peculiar conditions of 
thought” will result in “inaccuracies of diction” (187).  
 Hallam’s vision of the world as a totality of multiplied, minute, diverse elements 
is similar to Eliot’s universe of formal order, except in one respect: Hallam does not 
indicate that the multiple senses of “innumerable shades” share any commonality, or that 
they combine in any particular structure to form a whole.  Eliot merges poetry’s 
association with universal knowledge with poetic form, so that though we can never 
know the ultimate totality of the universe, we can extrapolate a vision of the whole from 
the parts that we do know. Brontë, in line with Hallam, engages not with “parts” in 
Eliot’s sense, but with fragments: things neither whole in themselves nor synecdochically 
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figuring the whole they might form if combined with others.  When poetry in Eliot’s 
novels “leads us to the edge of the Infinite,” what we gaze into is pattern.  For Brontë, the 
infinite is ungoverned by any recognizable laws, and poetry confronts us with the Infinite 
by forcing upon our notice the finite nature of what we know.  
 A perversely lawless poetry—one that undermines rather than expands what we 
know— is as rebellious as Eliot’s poetry is reformist, and Victorian critics realized both 
the social and antisocial capacities of poetry.  In a refutation of Hallam’s article, Henry 
Taylor voiced a common concern for the revolutionary potential of what he dubbed the 
“phantastic school” of poetry.  Characterized by “great sensibility and fervour, by a 
profusion of imagery,” the poetry of sensation dissolved the rational world, and 
“decomposed [phenomena] from their natural order and coherence” (ix).  Taylor’s 
language shifts to the directly political and social as he grows more passionate: these 
poets “labour to effect a revolution in this order of things.  They wish to locate poetry in a 
realm of “anarchy and abstraction, where imagination exercises the shadow of an 
authority, over a people of phantoms, in a land of dreams” (xii).  The demi-existence is 
exactly what Brontë turns to poetry to evoke.  In her language, characters, and plots, she 
will explore the poetic epistemology of proliferating fragments that will not be coerced 
into a unified whole.   
 
POETIC PROSE 
Shirley is no poet—at least, she writes no poems.  But her experience of reading 
poetry excites in her a mode of thinking that combines Lowth’s visionary, Butler’s 
idealist, and Hallam’s poet of sensations.  Brontë depicts her at the moment just after she 
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has finished reading, her book having “refreshed, refilled, rewarmed her heart… set her 
brain astir, furnished her mind with pictures” (366).  Filled with an energy like that of the 
poet of sensation, she turns from the book to “fill” her mind with images from the world 
around her: “the still parlour, the clean hearth, the window opening on the twilight sky, 
and showing its ‘sweet regent,’ new-throned and glorious, suffice to make earth an Eden, 
life a poem, for Shirley” (366).  As her life itself becomes poetic, Brontë shifts from 
depicting what Shirley senses to how she understands it: 
A still, deep, inborn delight glows in her young veins; unmingled—untroubled 
[…] she reaches a station scarcely lower than that whence angels looked down on 
the dreamer of Beth-el, and her eye seeks, and her soul possesses, the vision of 
life as she wishes it.  No—not as she wishes it; she has not time to wish: the swift 
glory spreads out, sweeping and kindling, and multiplies its splendours faster than 
Thought can effect his combinations, faster than Aspiration can utter her 
longings…  (366) 
 
Her impressions are too plentiful and too fleeting to be fully recognized, but at some 
point her perceptions of her environment have transformed into dreams or prophetic 
visions.  She is thus not only “absorb[ed]” into her sensations but into a cosmic collapse 
of “Thought” and what it represents; of “Aspiration” and its achievement.  The passage 
not only describes the “turbid” and “confus[ed]” nature of poetic thought, but enacts that 
confusion within the prose of its construction.  Though Lowth and others make reference 
to vagaries or confusions of language as the defining feature of poetic form, they are 
themselves vague in identifying precisely what these are.  This is the very heart of 
Brontë’s project, though, and in translating poetry’s paradoxical epistemology to prose, 
she turns to one of the most fundamental organizing structures of language: syntax.  
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As Barbara Johnson notes in her brilliant essay on the subject, syntax is not 
inherently interesting, but it is what makes it possible to find interest in anything.71  
“Syntax” refers to the rules that govern meaning production in language, specifically the 
kinds of parts of speech needed to form a sentence and the order in which they are to be 
presented.  In particular, these rules determine what constitutes a complete unit of 
meaning in language: a subject, a verb, and optional additions arranged in a particular 
order.  Lowth, in his role as grammarian, notes that a sentence is “complete in itself, 
wanting nothing to make a full and perfect sense, and not connected in construction with 
a subsequent Sentence” (138).  Brontë’s description of Shirley and her book bends such 
rules.  Take for example: “it has refreshed, refilled, rewarmed her heart.”  The reader 
anticipates that after “refresh” the sentence will proceed to the object needed to complete 
the clause.  But it doesn’t.  Instead we find another verb, and then another, their identical 
first syllables highlighting the recurrence like a needle hitting a scratch on a record.  And 
yet each verb is different, not a pure repetition but a supplement.  Apparently, the initial 
verb has not sufficiently conveyed the effect of the book on Shirley, and another is 
required.  In practice, the little syntactic skips delay the end of a phrase or sentence—
delay, that is, the moment when a stream of words forms a complete unit.  In theory, 
though, they suggest something more.  A sentence must end eventually, but there is no 
internal limit to this kind of proliferation.  If three verbs, then why not five?  If single 
words can be multiplied, why not phrases?  Thus “it has refreshed, refilled, rewarmed her 
heart” is followed immediately by “it has set her brain astir, furnished her mind with 
pictures.”  Just as the train of verbs ends, we realize that the trio is itself only the first 
term of a larger trio of phrases, all crowded into the space allotted for only one verb. 
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As the above passage suggests, the syntactic skip occurs across Brontë’s text, and 
through the repetition of many different parts of speech, each tiny moment of confused 
knowledge production contributing to the poetic effect of the prose.  As I explore this 
poetic technique, however, I will trace the syntactic skip as it is constructed through one 
particular part of speech: the modifier.  Modifiers are the part of speech that refer to 
sensory, intellectual, emotional experiences, all those sensations which are “too 
multiplied, too minute, and too diversified” for us to comprehend fully.  In our normal 
reading practice, we do not consider the purpose of various parts of speech: what it might 
mean, for example, that though we treat the noun as a thing that “stands alone,” as Lowth 
puts it (111)—that represents an entity sufficient in itself—we also have a class of words 
that exist to add something to them (an “adjective” being that which is added).  When an 
author flouts the conventions of syntax, however, she forces us to take notice.  When 
Brontë piles multiple adjectives on a single noun, for example, our attention is drawn to 
the rules through which we construct language, in addition to the semantic meaning of 
the words themselves.  Specifically, a list of modifiers suggests that a given term is ever 
incomplete. 
Brontë’s impulse to modify, though almost never critically remarked upon, is 
visible across her oeuvre, and constitutes one of the eccentricities that forms her distinct 
prose style.  Margo Peters, the only critic to have studied the phenomenon in depth, has 
painstakingly demonstrated that Brontë uses significantly more adverbs than her 
contemporaries, and uses intensifying or unusual adverbs rather than mitigating or 
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distancing ones.72  My own surveys, based on Peters’, demonstrate that Brontë’s prose is 
unusually rich in modifiers generally defined.73  In addition, she uses two or more 
modifiers consecutively more often than peers.  There is nothing unusual about ascribing 
two or even three modifiers in a row to a given term, especially if they are short or 
common words.  But a string of four or five or six non-standard adjectives or adverbs, 
delaying the arrival of their object or stretching out after it, attracts notice.  Consider 
Caroline passing her “long, bright, noiseless, breezeless, cloudless hours” (380) or 
contemplating “a vacant, weary, lonely, hopeless life” (235); or Shirley, “her 
countenance careless and pensive, and musing and mirthful, and mocking and tender” 
(238); or the appraisal of Moore: “He is a puppy… a quiet, serious, sensible, judicious, 
ambitious puppy” (264); or the narrator’s passing depiction of the unhappy: “however 
old, plain, humble, desolate, afflicted we may be” (195).  We must exert a conscious 
effort to keep the objects of all this modification before our eyes.  
Brontë’s adjectives and adverbs are so prevalent, individually so vivid, and so 
often syntactically emphasized that they begin to overshadow the terms they supposedly 
only modify.  Long strings of modifiers are only one tactic for achieving this effect.  
Trios of modifiers are individually less disruptive but occur so frequently that they have a 
significant cumulative effect.74  The accretions of modifiers do not always take the form 
of lists but are often grouped together in ways that further distinguish them from the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
72 In a sample of twenty-four 500-word passages, taken from ten novels of Defoe, Austen, Dickens, Eliot, 
Scott, and Thackeray, Peters found that these novelists average 27.5 adverbs per 500 words, far below the 
40.5 average Peters found in a similar sample set of passages from Brontë’s novels (18-19). 
 
73 From a sample of the first 500 words of each text, I found that Brontë uses 61 modifiers per 500 words 
Shirley; as opposed to 39 in Pride and Prejudice, 51 in Middlemarch, and 43 in Robinson Crusoe.  
 
74 I find from a series samples that modifier trios occur about once every 23 pages in the Penguin edition.   
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surrounding text.  Rhetorical structures such as “as x as y”75 or “rather x than y” hold 
multiple modifiers in tandem, sometimes only the two [“rather sweet than savory” (394), 
“rather Indian than English” (314), “rather timid than proud” (446)]; sometimes with an 
added modifier in the second position [“rather loud than deep or real” (394)]; and 
sometimes doubled [“rather searching than soft, rather thoughtful than genial” (59)] or 
tripled [“rather liberal than good-natured, rather brilliant than genial, rather scrupulously 
equitable than truly just” (223)].  
Brontë often composes modifier lists so that their terms produce complex sound 
patterns, drawing the reader’s attention to modifiers as aesthetic as well as semantic units.  
Sometimes the clumps attract attention subtly through repeated prefixes or suffixes,76 
sometimes more overtly through alliteration or rhyme.  To take an example at random, a 
reader might easily overlook the multiple modifiers in the phrase “the night was still, 
dark and stagnant” (31), but she is far more likely to notice the trio of modifiers that 
describe the same evening as “a silent, sombre, unsafe solitude” (31).  It is just possible 
that “an even, firm, broad, black, sooty road” (605) might fly under a reader’s radar, 
difficult as it is to hold five adjectives in the mind.   However, in descriptions like that of 
Caroline as “delicate, dexterous, quaint, quick, quiet” (354) or of spring approaching 
“with beamy and shadowy, with flowery and showery flight” (597) assert themselves 
unmistakably.  “Caroline” and the “flight” of the seasons are not so linguistically 
interesting as the intricate play of sounds in the terms describing them.   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
75 as x as y: “as unjust as it was insufferable” (77), “as delightful as it was uncommon” (113), “as cheerful 
as it was earnest” (250), “as pleasant as it was unpretending” (361), “as swift as it was viewless” (390), 
“not so bitter as it was racy” (391). 
 
76 For example: “unencouraged, unadvised, and unpitied” (200), “impious or impatient, irreligious or 
sacrilegious” (377), “the finest, deepest, subtlest schemer in Europe” (274), “the thickest, blackest, oldest 
oak” (485). 
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By overstuffing them with modifying terms and clauses, Brontë creates sentences 
that are always on the cusp of incoherence.  In concert with this multiplication of 
fragments, Brontë disorders her sentences through syntactic inversion— the reversal of 
conventional word order.  Word order is relatively flexible in English and certain forms 
of inversion may pass unnoticed by readers.  Other forms of inversion are immediately 
striking, especially if repeated so often as to become more common in a text than the 
conventional order.  Peters demonstrates that such disruptive forms of syntactic 
inversion, for example placing verbs before nouns or direct objects before subjects, are 
rare in Victorian novels77 but so common in Brontë’s prose as to define “a prevailing 
mode of expression” in her novels (21).  Brontë uses these eccentric inversions to 
produce two related effects.  First, though disruptive syntactic inversion was uncommon 
in prose genres, it was far more common and thus more readily accepted in poetry, where 
it was used to facilitate end rhyme, meter, and other patterns.  Syntactic inversion in 
prose is conspicuously without purpose.  It becomes, instead of a poetic technique, a sign 
of the poetic itself, of the confusion or laxity of normal linguistic rules that we have seen 
associated with poetry, and ultimately of the epistemological effects so often taken to be 
the heart of poetic expression.   
Secondly, Brontë uses her characteristic inverted syntax to give unusual emphasis 
to modifiers, reorienting our attention from finite objects and actions to the potentially 
infinite qualities they possess, or the manner in which we experience them.  In 
constructions with being verbs, for example, adjectives bring up the rear, as in the 
phrases “The gaze was earnest” or “The room was mute; the house, mute.”  When Brontë 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
77 See “Syntactic Inversion: Poetic and Perverse,” in Charlotte Brontë: Style in the Novel, 40-72. 
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instead writes “Earnest was the gaze” (238) or “mute was the room—mute the house” 
(189), the adjectives not only take pride of place over the other components of the 
sentence, but the unexpected structure forces the reader to spend time parsing.  The 
adjective+being verb construction is common in Shirley,78 as are several others.79  Even 
when Brontë presents us with only a single adjective in its proper place, the impulse to 
modify seems to get the better of her, and she tacks on further adjectives at the end of the 
clause: “a still night—calm, dewy, cloudless” (202); “a strange shape; dim, sinister, 
scarcely earthly” (126); “a stubborn old Welshman, hot, opinionated, and obstinate” 
(271).  As always, more complex versions also arise: “the hardest of laughs, though brief 
and low, and by no means insulting” (151); “…uplifted face, flushed, smiling, happy, 
shaded with silky curls, lit with fine eyes” (110).  The structure creates a momentum in 
which nouns seem to demand ever more modifiers, tending toward the infinite expansion 
of description, a process in which the proliferating modifiers threaten to subsume the 
terms to which they are supposedly subservient.   
As the above passages show, Brontë’s impulse to modify extends throughout her 
prose, affecting even the most minor actions and objects, and in this sense, it is as much a 
tic as a tactic.  However, some descriptions attract more modification than others, and 
these choices are strategic.  Brontë reserves her most intensely confused, fragmented, and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
78 For example: “remote must be the shores” (168); “Dark-haired, dark-eyed, red-cheeked, are the whole 
trio” (168); “Terrible, most distracting to the ear, was the strained shout …” (165); “vast was her heart… 
grand the unregenerate head” (315); “Different, indeed, she concluded, is Robert’s mental condition to 
mine” (188); “delightful, doubtless, was the consciousness…” (361); “glad was she to lay by the child’s 
brown Holland slip… glad was she to escape for a few hours the solitude, the sadness, the nightmare of her 
life” (381). 
 
79 Opening phrases with adverbs is common and is especially striking when a helping verb is inserted: 
“Very sullenly did his countenance lower” (141); “Vainly did Caroline inquire” (139).  Another structure 
places a direct object at the beginning of a phrase.  When the object is modified—and you can bet that it 
will be—the modifier again takes precedent: “Sweet mild force following acute suffering, you find 
nowhere…” (128); “small English features they all possessed” (168). 
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expansive descriptions for Shirley and Caroline.  No matter how many modifiers are 
piled upon them, there is always an indefinable “something” about the women that resists 
articulation, or a shadowy “something more” that renders description incomplete.  As 
Caroline recites poetry with her beloved, the narrator identifies a quality in her, “as of 
something untaught, unstudied, intuitive, fitful; when once gone, no more to be 
reproduced as it had been, than the glancing ray of the meteor, than the tints of the dew-
gem, than the colour or foam of the sunset cloud, than the fleeting and glittering ripple 
varying the flow of a rivulet” (116).  Four adjectives and four increasingly convoluted 
similes tumble into each other, syntactically modifying that “something” in Caroline’s 
being but in reality taking on a presence of their own.  The description enacts the 
difficulty of describing, hiding the tenor behind so many vehicles and modifiers.   
As the multiplication of modifiers undoes the integrity of their noun, so Brontë’s 
various syntactic and adjectival strategies discompose larger units of description.  
Physical descriptions of characters in Victorian novels unsurprisingly tend to be heavy in 
modifiers.  We generally do not notice, however, because the modifiers are usually 
common and thus draw little attention to themselves as individual words.  The terms of a 
description are often presented in a pattern or order as well, producing the sense of a 
coherent and finite object.  A brief comparison with Eliot is instructive.  The heroine of 
Adam Bede, Dinah Morris, like Shirley, is pale and beautiful, independent, spiritual, and 
mysterious; but the manner in which she is described sharply contrasts Brontë’s treatment 
of Shirley.  This is Dinah: 
…in this sober light the delicate colouring of her face seemed to gather a calm 
vividness, like flowers at evening. It was a small oval face, of a uniform 
transparent whiteness, with an egg-like line of cheek and chin, a full but firm 
mouth, a delicate nostril, and a low perpendicular brow, surmounted by a rising 
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arch of parting between smooth locks of pale reddish hair. The hair was drawn 
straight back behind the ears, and covered, except for an inch or two above the 
brow, by a net Quaker cap… It was one of those faces that make one think of 
white flowers with light touches of colour on their pure petals.80 
 
The description is all uniformity and order.  Eliot presents the various features of Dinah’s 
face in spatial order.  From an image of the whole “small oval face” we move to one of 
its two halves, defining the outside edge as a line running down from cheek to chin.  We 
then move to the interior, and from the chin upward, taking in mouth, then nose, then 
brow—the terms “surmounted” and “rising” reminding us of our direction—and finally 
hair and hat.  The order allows us to see the description as a whole, and just in case we 
missed the fact, the entirety is book-ended with flower images, articulating the borders of 
the description.  As well as clearly delineated, the description is uniform throughout: 
everything is light in color (even the red hair is “pale”) and geometric in form (the oval 
and the line; the straight and the perpendicular).  In contrast, Brontë’s description is a 
mess: 
…she was gracefully made, and her face, too, possessed a charm as well 
described by the word grace as any other.  It was pale naturally, but intelligent, 
and of varied expression.  She was not a blonde, like Caroline: clear and dark 
were the characteristics of her aspect as to colour: her face and brow were clear, 
her eyes of the darkest grey: no green lights in them—transparent, pure, neutral 
grey; and her hair of the darkest brown.  Her features were distinguished… 
mobile they were and speaking; but their changes were not to be understood, nor 
their language interpreted all at once. (191-2) 
 
No spatial organization helps us here: from face and brow we drop to eyes and then move 
back up to hair.  Rather, the description shifts restlessly between the opposing “clear and 
dark” tones that define Shirley’s appearance.  The literal color of her face shifts from 
“pale” to “dark” to “clear” to “darkest,” and the intelligibility of her aspect shifts 
likewise.  She is “natural” and “pure” and “transparent” but also defiantly unreadable: her 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
80 Adam Bede. Edited by Margaret Reynolds. (London: Penguin, 2008), 22. 
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expression is “varied” and though her features are “speaking” of something, what they 
say is withheld.  There is no indication of completion, nothing to denote that we have 
reached the end of the infinite shifts of darkness and clearness, unless it is the assertion 
that we cannot understand the image.  Most tellingly, the narrator here vocalizes 
something of the impetus behind the poetic syntax.  “Grace” is used twice above, and 
once again as the description continues.81  That repetition would suggest that “grace” is a 
particularly apt term for describing Shirley, but the narrator’s logic is the reverse of this: 
“grace” serves as well as any other term might.  It is a small gesture, but it echoes back to 
all the comparisons of modifiers throughout the text (“as x as y”, etc.).  To assert that one 
modifier serves as well as any other is to claim that there is no term through which to 
define Shirley accurately and completely, and in this way the little quip forecasts much 
larger scenes in the novel, in which Brontë explores the possibilities offered by applying 
poetic epistemology to characters. 
Brontë’s eponymous figure has no proper name at all, but is called by the name of 
the son her parents never had.  Shirley herself declares: “I am indeed no longer a girl but 
quite a woman and something more” (213).  Her lover calls Shirley a “careless, attractive 
thing” (486) and an “unsophisticated, untaught thing” (488), and envisions her through no 
fewer than twelve figurative renderings, even as he orders himself to “leave metaphor” 
(488).  The more the female protagonists are modified and figured, the more obvious it 




	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
81 The narrator lapses into French momentarily, calling Shirley’s features “fins, gracieux, spirituels” (192). 
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CLEAR AND DARK: POETIC CHARACTER 
 I have said that Brontë’s modified and syntactically inverted language intensifies 
around her protagonists, but the power to employ poetic epistemology does not belong 
solely to the narrator.  In addition to describing her characters through poetic language, 
Brontë also identifies the poet as a subject position available to anyone who does not 
wish to be perfectly comprehensible to society.   
Though Shirley is populated with disorderly characters—from runaway children 
to murderous rioters, insubordinate servants to gender-bending heiresses, the narrator’s 
one meditation on the position of a rebel or social outcast centers on the figure of the 
poet.  “Poetic imagination!” the narrator sputters.  “Who does not think it a rather 
dangerous, senseless attribute—akin to weakness—perhaps partaking of frenzy—a 
disease rather than a gift of the mind?” (46).  This conjures well-worn associations of 
poets with madmen and liars—figures who cannot or will not recognize the realities of 
life.  The rhetorical “Who does not” projects the anti-poet position onto society at large as 
well as the reader.  However, the narrator performs the arrogant dismissal only so that she 
can demonstrate its problematic logic.  In his deceptions or delusions, the poet sees what 
any sane person knows is not there.  “You would suppose,” the narrator scoffs, “it [the 
poet’s imagination] imparted some glad hope to spring, some fine charm to summer, 
some tranquil joy to autumn, some consolation to winter, which you do not feel.  All 
illusion, of course…” (46).  A narratorial “of course,” as any Brontë reader knows, 
throws immediate suspicion on whatever it references, but even without that unsettling 
gesture, the statement holds two meanings in tandem.  The narrator assures us that we do 
not sense what the poet does, because there is nothing to sense.  Yet there is a lurking 
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uncertainty that perhaps there exists something that the prosaic imagination is incapable 
of comprehending.  As the narrator continues, the uncertainty grows.  It is perfectly “just” 
that “the world and circumstances often turn a dark, cold side to him… because he first 
turns a dark, cold, careless side to them… Even when utilitarians sit in judgment on him, 
and pronounce his art useless, he hears the sentence with such a hard derision, such a 
broad, deep, comprehensive, merciless contempt… that he is rather to be chidden than 
condoled with” (47).  The poet is now shunned not because he is incapable of 
understanding social realities but because he has understood them—has understood them, 
judged them, and rejected them.  That confidence of assertion forces the prosaic majority 
to envision an alternative reality, if only in the hypothetical terms of “It is as if…” 
In this section I will examine how characters use the paradoxical epistemology of 
poetry to define—or partly un-define—themselves as social subjects.  The old maids, the 
governess and tutor, the punished child prodigies, the distrusted foreigners, the two 
female protagonists and the dispossessed mill workers: all feel injured or constrained by 
the subject position to which “the world and circumstance” have committed them.  There 
is no alternative position in the social discourse of prose, but speaking poetry allows them 
to force others to recognize the limitations of that discourse. There is always something 
reserved about these characters in Brontë’s representations, always more to them than 
those around them, and the reader, can know.  Brontë focuses us on the two 
disenfranchised groups at the centers of her narratives: the (upper- and middle-class) 
women, protagonists of the novel’s double marriage plot, and the (male) mill workers of 
the industrial plot.  As she presents these figures to us, Brontë follows a pattern: first 
delaying a character’s arrival, then staging a poetic recitation that promises to reveal that 
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character’s identity.  When the poetic utterance finally occurs, however, the poem is 
presented only in fragments. 
Caroline Helstone, the first protagonist to appear in the novel, is the least likely of 
poetic rebels.  The cousin of the local mill owner, Robert Moore, and ward of the rector 
Helstone, Caroline is tied by blood to the main institutions of power in the novel.  She 
meekly enjoys the social and economic privileges associated with them, submits to the 
will of her pugnacious guardian, and, compared to her friend Shirley, is conventionally 
feminine.  And yet, from our first glimpse of her, there is something slightly but 
steadfastly imperfect about the otherwise ideal middle-class woman, and it is no less 
disturbing for being subtle. 
Caroline first appears in the novel as the topic of a conversation between Robert 
and his sister Hortense.  As Caroline’s only female relative as well as her tutor, Hortense 
sees herself as mentor to her cousin, and has attempted to make her all that a young 
woman of her station should be.  When Robert asks about her progress, however, 
Hortense can only answer that “possessed of penetration, I perceive that Caroline is not 
perfect” (65).  When Robert understandably asks for elaboration, Hortense’s response 
becomes similar to the disordered descriptions of the narrator:  
There is about her an occasional something—a reserve, I think— which I do not 
quite like, because it is not sufficiently girlish and submissive; and there are 
glimpses of an unsettled hurry in her nature, which put me out.  Yet she is usually 
most tranquil, too dejected and thoughtful indeed sometimes… [and] 
unaccountably pensive. (65) 
 
In saying that Caroline is “not perfect,” Hortense is not claiming precisely that Caroline 
is lacking a crucial element, but rather that she exceeds what Hortense can take in.  
Hortense’s fragments of description defy unification (unsettled tranquility, hurried 
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dejection) or admit imprecision (“I do not quite like”, “not sufficiently girlish”, she 
catches “glimpses”).  Hortense knows with certainty that she has witnessed a quality in 
Caroline, but she is equally aware that she does not know what it is.  The direct 
declaration “There is” asserts the existence of whatever comes next, but what comes next 
is “something,” which is less a signifier than it is a carefully defined space where a 
signifier is supposed to be. 
This is precisely the position Brontë attributes to the poet: a subject position that 
forces outsiders to realize that there is something about the poet that they do not know.  
And indeed, when Hortense attempts a third explanation of Caroline, this time describing 
a specific manifestation of her oddity, she relates an anecdote in which Caroline recites a 
piece of poetry.  Hortense has been teaching Caroline French and had asked her to 
memorize and recite a French poem.  That she assigns the poem as an exercise in 
pronunciation and taste tells us, as it tells Caroline, that for Hortense the value of a poem 
is largely determined by its position in the canon of “standard works” (65).  Caroline, a 
devoted reader of poetry, passes over the canonical poets for the lesser-known André 
Chénier, whose work she knows will be as meaningless to her cousin as if it were written 
in an alien language.   Caroline recites the poem with such emotional fervor that Hortense 
cannot doubt that she has discerned some profound meaning in the poem.  “One would 
have thought Chénier was more moving than all Racine and all Corneille,” (66) she 
meditates, but the thought can only exist in the conditional.  Caroline demonstrates the 
limits of what Hortense would call the “standard” discourse, an act that sets an entire 
interpretive community at defiance.  Not sufficiently submissive. 
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Brontë presents Caroline’s poetic utterance as the climactic revelation that will 
finally make comprehensible Hortense’s mysterious description of her pupil.  “If,” she 
tells Robert, “you had heard the manner in which she [Caroline] went through this, and in 
which she uttered a few incoherent comments when she had done, you would have 
known what I meant” (66).  We did not hear it, though; and the narrator does not exert 
her powers to recall the moment of recitation for us.  The poetic key to Caroline’s 
identity remains withheld until Caroline herself enters the novel and at Robert’s request, 
repeats her performance of the poem.  Even when the language of the poem finally 
becomes visible, however, this performance of imperfection remains only partly 
comprehensible.  The poem is quoted in French, despite the narrator’s conspicuous 
translation of French conversation earlier: “as this is an English book,” she declares, “I 
shall translate it [Robert and Hortense’s French conversation] into English” (61).  Or 
rather, a part of the poem is in French; the rest is withheld completely.  Poems are almost 
always excerpted when quoted in novels, but the narrator makes a point of informing us 
that Caroline recited the last three stanzas of the poem, before quoting only two.  I will 
examine what we can comprehend of the poem below, but I first want to pause over the 
ways in which Brontë partly veils poetic meaning. 
 Throughout the novel, Brontë presents poetic utterances as ultimate statements of 
knowledge, while withholding our ability to read them.  Rendering them literally “in an 
unknown tongue” is one way.  Even if a reader knows French, only “La Jeune Captive” 
would be legible to her.  In the next chapter Brontë will quote a ballad in its native Scots 
which, though partly legible to English speakers, contains enough unfamiliar terms—
“smoor,” “whudder,” “yellow-wymed ask”—that most current scholarly editions of the 
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novel include a translation.  To quote both Scots and French without translation 
guaranteed that nearly all Brontë’s readers would find poetic language “visible but 
untranslatable” at some point.  As one frustrated critic pointed out, those who could read 
“La Jeune Captive” were unlikely to be able to read “Puir Mary Lee,” and vice versa.82  
Parts of poems are also withheld: Shirley will later recite “fragments” of poetry (213) and 
workers will sing hymns “audible by snatches” (139).  
 
As we shift to an examination of the industrial plot, the difference between the 
reader’s self and the protagonists expands.  Though we are continually reminded that we 
do not know Caroline completely, we do learn much about her: we see her narrative 
unfold, we are treated to detailed depictions of her everyday life, and we hear her 
thoughts through the intercession of the narrator.  Hortense’s greater ignorance, as well as 
that of similarly prosaic characters, also reminds readers that we at least know more of 
Caroline than many of her acquaintances.  The mill workers, the central figures of the 
industrial narrative, also enter the novel as inscrutable figures but remain so throughout 
the text. 
As with Caroline, our first understanding of the workers is through the eyes of 
other characters.  Helstone and his curates speak of the workers as violent, unreasoning 
antagonists, part of a climate of unrest produced by labor riots throughout the country.  In 
the next chapter, the workers are half-present.  In the dead of night, the mill owner Moore 
finds that a shipment of machinery has been destroyed.  From out of the darkness, a voice 
calls, “Ay, ay, divil, all’s right!  We’ve smashed ‘em” (31), but the unknown Luddites 
flee before they can be identified.  There is a striking insistence on obscurity.  In the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
82 Anonymous reviewer. Fraser’s Magazine xl (Dec. 1849): 692. 
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novel’s opening scene, we saw the narrator’s gaze ruthlessly expose the curates’ 
hypocrisies and petty cruelties, and Brontë called attention to her narrator’s omniscience 
by addressing readers as fellow voyeurs: “Step into this neat garden-house,” she 
commands, “walk forward into the little parlour,” where one can “see what is to be seen, 
and hear what is to be heard” (6).  This flaunted omniscience fades when we approach 
working characters.  Only once will readers be shown the interior of a worker’s home, 
and never will we see the interior of a worker’s psyche.  On the contrary, the narrator on 
occasion turns away from her subject entirely: “Let us hope they have enough to eat; it 
would be a pity were it otherwise” (87).  Such ostentatious refusals of knowledge are 
counter-conventional.  Revelations of working conditions and the sympathetic 
understanding they hopefully engender are staples of industrial novels.  Shirley has none 
of the depictions of “clemming” that make Mary Barton so moving, no appalling tales of 
child abuse that horrify the reader of Michael Armstrong.  Scholars have tended to 
criticize the lack of detail and sympathy with which Brontë represents workers, and in 
particular fault the central event of the industrial plot, the scene of the riot at Robert’s 
mill, as a failure to offer insight into workers’ experiences.83  Like all other major actions 
performed by workers en masse, it is described from the unsympathetic position of upper-
class characters.  I would argue, though, that in preventing us from knowing her 
characters, Brontë demonstrates that we do not, and leaves us wishing that we did. 
I would further argue that the heart of the industrial narrative is not the climax of 
action but an earlier scene, one that prefigures the riot but includes only workers.  It is the 
only scene in which workers speak of their experiences at length with no middle-class 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
83 See for example Patricia Ingham, “Class Conflict in Shirley,” in Authors In Context: The Brontës 
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the Brontës. Houndsmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005. 
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characters present.  The revelation of workers’ characters takes the form of a series of 
hymns sung by a Wesleyan congregation which readers are invited to overhear.  
However, the narrator positions us at such a remove from the singers that our hearing is 
significantly impaired.  Though in the very next scene we examine Briarmains, the local 
landowner’s estate, in which the narrator insists that we are “privileged to enter” and “to 
penetrate to the domestic sanctum” (142), we are not allowed to so much as approach 
Briar-chapel.  Initially, we do not even know where we are.  Chapter nine begins with a 
stalemate between the workers and Moore, but an unusual mid-chapter break brings the 
narrative up short.  When the chapter resumes, we find ourselves in an undefined location 
between Briar-chapel and the main road on cold, still, moonless night.  We can sense 
nothing but the distant light of the chapel and “snatches” (139) of the disembodied 
voices.  In the double void of suspended narrative and benighted description, all that 
exists is the poetic articulation of the workers: nine fragmented stanzas that stand out 
against the blank pages as starkly as the shouts of the workers in the night. 
What we can tell for sure is the intense emotion in the workers’ performance, but 
the more obvious this feels to us, the more obscure the content of their words becomes.  
The narrator describes the hymns as being “of a most extraordinary description, such as a 
very Quaker might feel himself moved by the spirit to dance to” (139).  The narrator then 
begins to quote, but after the first two stanzas the emotional energy appears to overcome 
the singers’ language.  An “interval of clamorous prayer, accompanied by fearful groans” 
follows (140).  The narrator resumes her quotation, but the words dissolve again into 
“another and longer interregnum of shouts, yells, ejaculations, frantic cries, [and] 
agonized groans” (141).  The pattern continues, with the increase of emotion coinciding 
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with the disappearance of speech, until the singers reach the “climax of noise and zeal”: a 
“strained shout” that that the narrator defines as “[t]errible, most distracting to the ear” 
(141).  The heightened emotion assures us of the importance of the signified meaning, but 
at the same time, that signification is denied us.  Each time the trick is played on us, we 
feel again the gulf that expands between the performers and ourselves. 
  
POETRY AND NARRATIVE: 
PHANTOM PLOTS AND “ORDINARY DESTINIES” 
 
From the initial publication of Shirley, readers have complained that the novel 
feels less like a coherent novel than a collection of “scenes” or “sketches” or “detached 
and independent pictures.”84  The three plot strands occasionally intersect, but always to 
disperse again.  Main characters suddenly disappear from the narrative for ten chapters at 
a time.  Most baffling, the novel is filled with narrative dead-ends: plans that are never 
realized, threats that are never carried out, and isolated events that are, as an Atlas 
reviewer put it, “in harmony with nothing.”85  Ultimately, the plot reaches the 
conventional end, as both women are married and the timely ending of the war opens 
foreign markets to mill owners, creating jobs for the displaced workers.  However, the 
incoherence of the narrative progression makes the end result dissatisfying.  The 
“Winding-Up,” as Brontë satirically calls the final chapter, excludes all the isolated 
characters and aborted plot lines. 
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85 Atlas, 3 November 1849, 696-97, at 696. 
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In this section I will argue that the confused plot structure of Shirley strives for 
the same epistemological effect as Brontë’s poetic prose: the feeling of knowing that we 
do not know.  In her prose, the micro level of her text, Brontë proliferates fragments, 
either modifiers that identify characteristics of other terms, or phrases that form parts of 
sentences.  The number of fragments and their disordered presentation make it difficult 
for readers to understand nouns, sentences, and descriptions as coherent wholes.  At the 
macro level, Brontë proliferates narrative fragments that also refuse to cohere.  These 
suggested alternatives to the main plots are conjured through the numerous poetic 
fragments quoted by the characters and narrator.  In the previous section, I attended to 
what these partially legible poetic fragments forcefully do not articulate.  I now focus on 
what is readable in them.  What we can glean from the poetic fragments predicts not what 
will occur in the plot, as Eliot’s mottoes do, but what I call “phantom plots”—alternatives 
to the marital or industrial endings toward which the novel tends.  Though they are never 
realized, the dim visions persist, haunting the proper narratives until the acceptance of 
proposals and the end of the war.  When they are finally closed off, we realize the 
poverty, the limitations, of what can be accommodated in the conclusion of the novel. 
Brontë initially establishes Caroline’s narrative as a form of counter-marriage 
plot.  Early in the novel, after her beloved Robert rejects her, Caroline grapples with her 
future: “I shall not be married, it appears […] Till lately I had reckoned securely on the 
duties and affections of wife and mother to occupy my existence.  I considered, 
somehow, as a matter of course, that I was growing up to the ordinary destiny” (168).  
Throughout the rest of the novel, two tendencies control narrative development: that of 
restoring Caroline to the “ordinary destiny” of marriage, and a series of alternative 
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destinies prophesied by her own and the narrator’s poetic utterances.  At every utterance, 
the “ordinary” plot disappears in the vivid flicker of an alternative plot.  Almost as soon 
as they appear, the phantom plots are dispersed by the return of the ordinary, though they 
continue to hover at the margins of the narrative. 
One alternative trajectory for Caroline arises as she forges an intimate relationship 
with another woman, which culminates in a poetic vision in which female companionship 
replaces marriage.  As the first volume of the novel closes, Caroline’s uncle drags her 
from her pained thoughts of Robert to meet their new neighbor, Shirley Keeldar, a 
financially independent woman with a man’s name who quickly proves herself a second, 
and in some ways better, version of the male lover.  The second volume traces the 
development of the women’s relationship in which Shirley offers the affection and 
companionship Robert seemed to promise but failed to provide, even taking his place on 
trips to Caroline and Robert’s old trysting grounds.  When they first meet, Caroline 
proposes to take Shirley to the site of a ruined nunnery, for which the surrounding 
Nunnwood is named.  The trip demonstrates not only their desire to spend time with each 
other, but also their desire to build and enjoy their relationship in isolation.  In part, they 
seek a remove from the individuals of the neighborhood—“your Malones, and your 
young Sykes, and your Wynnes,” Shirley enumerates (202)—who embody the 
pretentions and prejudices of their society that the women find constricting.  However, 
they also long for a more radical remove: they mean to surround themselves with the “old 
ruins” of the nunnery and thereby “to pass a day in old times” (202); and to submerge 
themselves in “Nature” until, as Shirley puts it, “she… [has] filled our hearts” (202).  In 
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their brief visions, the women remove themselves from their own cultural moment, and 
then from culture itself.   
At the height of their intimacy, the women forge a second hypothetical journey 
that teeters on the edge of realizing this desire.  When, months into their friendship, 
Caroline is still suffering from her unrequited love of Robert, Shirley proposes a trip that 
would remove her geographically and ideologically from her painful condition.  They 
will travel, she declares, to the remote islands of the North Atlantic, “where neither 
fisherman nor hunter ever comes” (232).  Caroline will theoretically be free not only 
from Robert but from the entire social structure in which her painful relationship with 
him was constructed.  As the women grow more excited, they elaborate the visionary 
voyage by quoting passages from the Bible and their favorite poems.  Caroline promises 
to try to “forget [her sadness] in speculation on the sway of the whole Great Deep,” and 
the sea creatures “huge enough to have been spawned before the Flood” (232), washing 
away history and projecting herself into a fundamentally different worldview.  Into their 
shared reverie Shirley introduces the figure of a mermaid, a beautiful, monstrous woman 
onto which she and Caroline displace cultural narratives of femaleness and female 
sexuality.  They stand outside the “temptress-terror” (232), neither identified with her nor 
with the male gaze that such a position might imply.  “Were we men, we should spring at 
the [mermaid’s] sign,” Shirley notes.  That is, for a moment, the women envision a 
shared life in which sex and gender are conceived in a way not thinkable within their 
current social context.  They cannot know what is unknowable—what sex or gender 
would look like in this as-yet-unreal world—but they have uttered their own prophesy, 
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and projected a journey that would steer their plots away from the ordinary marital 
destiny. 
The vision is abruptly dispersed, however, by a friend who asks the two women 
how they can “find interest in speaking of a nonentity” (233).  The projected trip itself is 
similarly abandoned.  “Ere the month of July was passed,” the narrator reports, “Miss 
Keeldar would probably have started with Caroline on that northern tour they had 
planned; but just at that epoch an invasion befell [Shirley’s estate]” (367).  The 
“invasion” consists of Shirley’s relations, including her former tutor with whom she has 
long been in love.  That is, the phantom plot is “invaded” and overtaken by the marriage 
plot.  This is not to say that Shirley and Caroline’s friendship itself opposes the women’s 
marriage plots.  When they are not isolated in primeval woods or interacting with 
mermaids—when they are firmly planted in the realities of their social world—the 
women’s friendship, as Sharon Marcus has demonstrated, does not oppose the marriage 
plot but sustains and is sustained by it.86  Robert will ultimately marry Caroline, after 
Shirley rejects his mercenary proposal.  Shirley marries her tutor, who happens to be 
Robert’s brother Louis, reaffirming her bond with Caroline as she becomes her sister-in-
law.  The neatness of the four-way conclusion only serves to highlight the ghostly 
absences of the phantom plots—the “sketches”—that remain unresolved at the novel’s 
end.  And before we reach that end, the glimpse of an extraordinary destiny for Shirley 
and Caroline will resurface.  When Shirley fantasizes that she has descended from pagan 
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gods (303-4), and when observers compare the women to fairies,87 we are reminded that 
there is something about the women that belongs to a different sphere. 
Interspersed among moments of intimacy between Caroline and Shirley, a 
different and darker kind of narrative evolves around the woman who will have no 
ordinary destiny.  At the same time that Caroline is imaginatively grasping for an 
alternative version to marital identity, the novel suggests that she might be eradicated 
from this version.  Even before her marriage plot is aborted, Caroline’s poetic 
articulations foretell phantom plots that will appear after Robert’s rejection.  In the 
fragment of “Le Jeune Captive” we can discern a figure for Caroline in the titular captive 
who mourns that her life is to be cut short.  Chénier modeled his captive on Aimée de 
Coigny, a young aristocrat imprisoned and eventually executed during the French 
Revolution.  Caroline’s zealous performance of the captive’s persona forecasts a fate in 
which she too begs in vain to be able to “reach the end of my journey” (91).   Whatever 
future the poem portends is cast aside immediately.  Robert admits that he has ignored the 
poem itself in favor of watching Caroline’s performance of it, and his attraction suggests 
that Caroline will wind up at the altar rather than the guillotine.  His decision to ignore 
the poem’s content models the way in which the reader might also shift her attention 
from the strange and melodramatic image of the young captive to the fact that the poem 
licenses Caroline to model her body and her passionate nature to her beloved.  After 
Robert rejects Caroline, however, the phantom suddenly reappears.  During the siege of 
Robert’s mill, a group of rioters propose to storm the Helstone home, killing any 
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inhabitants they come across.  Caroline overhears their discussion, and for a terrible 
moment she and the reader are left facing the image of her as a political martyr. 
Nor is this the only threat of death that hovers around her.  Though he does love 
Caroline, Robert chooses to shift his attentions to Shirley whose fortune would save his 
failing mill.  The triumph of mercenary over amorous desire is repeated in William 
Mickle’s “Cumnor Hall,” which the narrator quotes in passing (366).  Mickle’s heroine, 
based on the historical Amy Dudley (née Robsart), is alternately ignored and tormented 
by a husband who longs to marry a woman of higher status.  Eventually Amy dies, either 
killed directly by her husband or indirectly by his neglect.  The quotation is very brief, 
but when it is quoted, Caroline has been growing dangerously ill after months of Robert’s 
neglect, and the phantom plot edges close to the actual one.  Caroline does recover, but 
the phantom of her death as a result of Robert’s neglect persists in the minds of readers to 
such an extent that several critics have argued that Caroline was “supposed” to die but 
that Brontë could not bear to kill her after the death of her sister Emily.88 
Caroline’s phantom deaths cannot be reconciled with the narrative of “ordinary 
destiny” that ultimately triumphs, and neither can they be reconciled to each other.  If 
Caroline’s death as Aimée is an indictment of workers’ political violence, her death as 
Amy is a counter-indictment of the industrialist’s politics that sacrifice others—
employees or lovers—for his own economic gain.  Still further, Caroline’s deaths exist 
side by side with the dim suggestion of her as the perpetrator rather than the victim of 
deadly violence.  At the moment in which Caroline first realizes her rejection, when her 
emotional response is sharpest, the narrator darkly notes that heartbreak generates “a 
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dangerous energy—deadly when confronted with injustice” (102).  She then suddenly 
asks, “Who has read the ballad of ‘Puir Mary Lee?’” (102).  The abrupt juxtaposition 
leaves the precise connection between Caroline and Mary Lee unspecified, but the 
following quotation suggests a clear parallel to Caroline’s life.  Mary’s lover, Robin, has 
deserted her, and in her pain she wishes she were dead.  Some of her frustration, though, 
she directs toward Robin: she “curse[s]” (103) him, “hates” him (102), and compares him 
to a litany of foul creatures.  If one knows the ballad of Mary Lee, the “dangerous 
energy” of the poem takes a particular shape.  In one version, Robin of Kildern jilts Mary 
for an heiress.  It is not the version Brontë quotes, but the similarity between “Kildern” 
and Shirley’s surname of Keeldar, and the plot of betraying one’s lover for monetary 
gain, plead for consideration.  In this version, Mary, possessed by the desire for revenge, 
plots for years to bring about the murder of Robin’s son.89  The poem’s mirror thus shows 
us a version of Caroline exerting, in some unknowable way, a “deadly” energy upon her 
faithless lover. 
“But what has been said in the last page or two,” the narrator assures us, 
immediately following the poem, “is not germane to Caroline Helstone’s feelings, or to 
the state of things between her and Robert Moore” (103).  The phantom plot seems to 
have gotten away from the narrator.  The stark denial of the poem’s relevance is an 
insistence that such dangerous energy has no place in the novel, but the need for such a 
denial marks how far the narrator has wandered from anything resembling an “ordinary 
destiny.”  Rather, the image of a woman meeting injustice with deadly energy might 
momentarily spark the reader’s memory of another seeming anomaly: the image of the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




curates abusing their housekeeper, who wishes she could use her carving knife to cut 
Malone (8).  And, as the novel progresses, the phantom of Mary’s violence will continue 
to surface, illuminating images that might otherwise have passed unnoticed: Caroline and 
Shirley contemplating stabbing attackers (316), Shirley declaring she is angry enough to 
shoot Robert for his cavalier treatment of them (248), Robert’s fleeting impression that 
Shirley would be “dangerous” as a wife (343).  The narrative rushes over each echo of 
Mary’ wrath, but with each reappearance we are assured that dangerous energy remains. 
 
Shirley has a role in several of Caroline’s phantom plots, but she also has her own 
forms of resistance to “the ordinary destiny.”  In fact, before the novel begins, Shirley 
had written her own ideal destiny, in the form of a school essay.  When she meets her old 
tutor toward the end of the novel, the two reread the essay, and Brontë quotes it in full.  
Though still written in the vagueness of prophesy, Shirley’s phantom plot is a single, 
lengthy,90 complex articulation that demands the reader’s sustained attention.  The essay 
is also visually separated from the surrounding text by double spaces, and linguistically 
distinct: though not in verse, its language is even more heavily modified and its syntax 
more often inverted than the prose of the novel itself.  Finally, the essay, “La Première 
Femme Savante,” is an origin story of the “First Bluestocking,” as Brontë translates it.  
That narrative, told in abstract, mytho-Biblical terms, recalls not only Shirley’s life, but 
those of all the femmes savantes of the novel. 
The opening of Shirley’s essay, “This was in the dawn of time” (452), hurtles us 
back to mythical origins and back to the beginning of the novel in which a similarly 
omniscient narrator commands us to forget our present position in the century’s mid-day 
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and “dream of dawn” (5).  If Yorkshire in 1811-12 was foreign to the reader at the 
opening of the novel, Shirley expands that distance beyond human conception, so that 
“all distinct feature of custom, all clear line of locality, evade perception and baffle 
reach” (453).  Riddled complex modifications, Shirley’s descriptions—“Not grotesquely 
fantastic are the forms of cliff and foliage; not violently vivid the colouring of flower and 
bird” (454)— make nothing clear except that we must proceed knowing mainly that we 
cannot know.    
The essay’s protagonist is an archetypal outsider, the mythical version of the poet-
rebel.  Like Caroline and Shirley, she is orphaned, but grows up with no family whatever.  
She is not only scorned and ignored by society but is nearly invisible, not even identified 
by a name.  When her nomadic “tribe” relocates, she is left alone in the mysterious 
wilderness.  In her isolation, her very existence feels like a paradox: though she feels 
herself to belong to the “great creative source”—to have some kinship with the extant 
world—she is lost to the comprehension or even conception of others, “burning 
unmarked to waste in the heart of a black hollow” (455).  The girl suggests not only 
Shirley and Caroline living misunderstood in The Hollow, but also workers singing to no 
one in the darkness, and like all of them, her impulse is to rebel.  She shouts into the 
surrounding night a plea that her place in the world be revealed to her.  From the night, 
“Something” (455), which recalls all the lowercase “somethings” that have passed in 
questionable existence, answers her.  The speaker exceeds all the girl’s possible 
conceptions of it: first it is a speaking silence, then a “tone,” then a murmuring as “a 
storm whispering”; it is Night, it is the “Invisible, but felt”; it is an angel, a son of God, 
and God himself (455-6).  The speaker finally names himself, but his “I am Genius” 
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(459) is not a name but a tautology—he is the instantiation of the Knowledge that the 
characters have chased throughout the text. “I take from thy vision, darkness,” he 
declares, “I loosen from thy faculties, fetters!  I level in thy path, obstacles: I, with my 
presence, fill vacancy!” (456), and that filling of vacancies is the merging of all things 
into him.  He is, he declares, the girl’s origin and her destiny, her missing parent and her 
long-sought lover; he “reclaim[s]” her as a “lost atom” of his being, and also as his wife.  
That declaration is both “revelation” (456) and “bridal hour” (457), for the moment in 
which the girl receives the knowledge is the moment in which she is united with her 
beloved, and the union with her beloved is also the union with her god.  All things 
converge.  The “revelation” is both personal and cosmic, for the girl’s reception of 
knowledge is both the union of lovers and the union of the human and divine, conveyed 
by an explosion of half erotic, half apocalyptic similes:  
a sense visited her vision and her brain as of the serenity of stainless air, the 
power of sovereign seas, the majesty of marching stars, the energy of colliding 
elements, the rooted endurance of hills wide based, and, above all, as of the lustre 
of heroic beauty rushing victorious on the Night, vanquishing its shadows like a 
diviner Sun.  (459) 
 
Though all things are revealed to the girl, what the reader can comprehend of the moment 
is as fragmented and partial as ever.  A long series of irreconcilable approximations 
stands in place of what cannot be known.  Moreover, this image of complete 
comprehension and complete resolution is, we know, itself only Shirley’s place-holder 
for what she desires but cannot know.  The essay ends, the novel resumes, and Shirley a 
brief space later agrees to marry Louis.  No god appears; no revelation is visited on her 
senses.  Instead, Shirley begins to subside.  She “hovers aloof” from her lover, but also 
appears to have something in her mind that is kept from the reader.  When Louis declares 
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he will be unhappy until she fixes a day for the wedding, she declares ominously: “you 
are happy… you don’t know how happy you are! –any change will be for the worse!” 
(593).  What this portends, we never know.  Louis, narrating this penultimate chapter, 
explains that after her refusal, she “darted, or melted, from my arms—and I lost her” 
(593).  Wherever she has gone, she will not be recovered. 
 
 The last in the trio of protagonists, the mill workers, also have an alternative plot, 
though one even more vague and thus more troubling than those of the women.  As 
discussed above, readers can only grasp “snatches” of the hymns workers sing.  We can, 
however, catch a series of comparisons between the workers and the Christian elect.  The 
speakers envision themselves “as in a lion’s den/ Undevour’d” (141); as remaining after 
the Flood (141); as withstanding the “refiner’s fire” prophesied by Malachi.91  That is, 
Brontë’s workers import literal, Biblical prophesy into the novel.  Their celebration of 
God as the possessor of “riches of grace” (140) rather than literal wealth, and as one who, 
unlike mill owners, has “approve[d]/ And prospere[d] the work of [their] hands” (140), 
frames the economic struggles of the novel as a cosmic battle between good and evil.  
The first and last hymn fragments conjure well-known scenes—the second coming of 
Christ, plague and earthquake, war and famine—of the Book of Revelation.  Thus when 
they speak of a great “overturning” (140), the workers forecast that the energy they are 
presently distilling will spring forth in some form of apocalyptic social change. 
That prophetic vagueness only increases whatever anxiety or excitement we may 
feel, as it simultaneously threatens something but withholds the nature of the threat.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
91 Malachi, 3:2.  The “refiner’s fire” describes the purification of humanity by God’s messenger, before His 
arrival on earth. 
130	  
Disoriented as we are in this moment, standing in descriptive and narrative darkness with 
nothing to anchor us to what has come before, could we believe that the singers’ intense 
emotions might actually predict or solicit divine intervention?  Could we believe that the 
novel will end in “slaughter and blood” (140) and an “overturning” of unchecked 
capitalism?  
 When the hymns end, whatever dim visions they conjured in the reader are 
abruptly checked: “The roof of the chapel did not fly off,” announces the narrator, “which 
speaks volumes in praise of its solid slating” (141, emphasis original).  That debunking 
would seem to shut down all hopes or fears about cataclysmic social change.  And yet, in 
the very act of wrenching us out of poetic prophesy and back into the world of solid 
infrastructure, the narrator casts onto the reader the very suspicions she mocks.  Her 
emphasized “not” makes the statement a denial of projected expectation, as if we had 
been convinced that the energy of the workers’ emotions was about to blow a hole in the 
building.  That negative description produces a phantom plot that will be a constant semi-
presence as the real plot unfolds.  It momentarily reappears in later actions of the 
workers, from the mob’s attack on Robert’s mill to the mad poet-radical’s attempt on his 
life.  Each of these moments teeters on the edge of fulfilling the prophesy.  It is only 
fitting that the actual events of the industrial narrative are, as Terry Eagleton says of the 
mill attack, “curiously empty.”92  The events are focalized through upper-class characters 
and are never going to be realizations of the emotional energy that the workers’ hymns 
predicted.  Strategically “empty,” the non-events will instead stand as conspicuous 
absences in the novel. 
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THE WINDING-UP 
In the final chapters of the novel, all three plot strands are drawn together as they 
resolve in a conspicuously conventional “Winding-Up” (623), as the final chapter is 
called, but the closure it provides is profoundly unsatisfying.  With no preamble, the 
narrator announces the end of the war, relieving as if by magic, the economic depression 
that had been the catalyst for worker revolts and that had prevented Robert from marrying 
Caroline.  His brother Louis, Shirley’s former tutor, marries Shirley, and the four of them 
together run Shirley’s vast estate.  Though this is precisely the “ordinary destiny” for 
novel heroines, it has not proceeded clearly from a progression of narrative events, and 
thus feels artificial.  The various fragments, phantoms, and hazy characters refuse to be 
“wound up.”  The narrator explicitly tells us she will not reveal the fate of the curate 
Malone, for example, because the “catastrophe” of his life, whatever it may be, is 
something that the conventions for novel conclusions will not accommodate (594).  The 
phantom plots are also palpably absent.  Both women cherish their lovers, and both 
accept their lovers’ proposals, and yet these desired ends are achieved through painful 
loss.   
The final stage of Caroline’s plot begins with a composed scene: on Midsummer 
night, Caroline has paused in her attention to her garden to peer into the distance.  She 
positions herself on a pedestal, “a monkish relic; once, perhaps, the base of a cross” (600) 
and freezes, still absently holding her watering can.  The narrator once again purposefully 
abandons her normal omniscience, telling us that the figure so carefully placed before us 
is lost in thought, but refusing to reveal the nature of her thought.  “Caroline was not 
unhappy that evening; far otherwise; but as she gazed she sighed” (600).  What the sigh 
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signifies we cannot know.  Something is perhaps hinted in Caroline’s next words, which 
she speaks as she feels a hand at her side: “I am looking at Venus, Mamma: see, she is 
beautiful.  How white her luster is, compared with the deep red of the bonfires” (600).  
This image of Caroline straining toward the impossibly distant revives the ghostly lives 
that we have glimpsed as possibilities for her: her position on the cross suggests 
martyrdom and, as a relic of a religious order, it recalls her proposed trip with Shirley to 
the ruined nunnery; in addition, the pagan festival and mythical goddess suggest Shirley’s 
reveries.  But a “closer caress” startles Caroline.  She turns her gaze from the sky to see 
that the hand at her side belongs to Robert.  At the sight, she “dropped her watering-pot, 
and stepped down from the pedestal” (601).  Robert’s presence becomes identical with 
the dissolution of the mythical world in which her other phantom plots were set.  He has 
sought Caroline to propose, returning her permanently to her ordinary destiny.  After 
Caroline accepts his proposal, he weaves a vision of their future that violently quashes 
not only her visionary alternatives to marriage, but also the context in which they were 
created.  He declares that he will raze the wild Hollow for workers’ housing, pave the 
spot where Caroline and Shirley once sat among ancient ruins, and build a new mill that 
will fill the surroundings with soot.  Caroline is appalled.  She marries him anyway. 
Neither does Louis lose Shirley.  She returns to the narrative, though not as we are 
used to seeing her.  “[F]ettered to a fixed day,” she was “vanquished and… pined, like 
any other chained denizen of the desert” (599).  She grows anxious, refuses to eat, and 
will make no decisions about her own wedding.  Only her “captor,” the narrator notes, 
“could make amends” for her imprisonment (599), and while this suggests that the 
woman before us is contented with her marital chains, that woman is nothing like the 
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woman we have followed throughout the novel.  Louis does not lose Shirley, but we do; 
we already have when we begin the final chapter.  When the double marriage ceremony 
is announced—we do not see it performed—the women are linguistically removed from 
us as well.  The narrator notes, as if reading from a church register: “two marriages were 
solemnized in Briarfield church,—Louis Gérard Moore, Esq., late of Antwerp, to Shirley, 
daughter of the late Charles Cave Keeldar, Esq. of Fieldhead: Robert Gérard Moore, Esq. 
of Hollow’s mill, to Caroline, niece of the Rev. Matthewson Helstone” (606-7).  The 
syntax leaves no space for modification, inversion, or anything else that could suggest 
what might exceed language.   
The closure of the novel, then, is a closure of loss.  Shirley and Caroline have 
gone from us, and though we could never be certain of what they were when present, 
their absences are complete and undeniable.  With no more indication than a paragraph 
break, we are thrust several decades into a future and our narrator is no longer omniscient 
but an inhabitant of the Hollow.  Caroline and Shirley are only memories.  The narrator 
must appeal to her older housekeeper who recalls them dimly before concluding “there is 
no such ladies now-a-days” (599).  Moreover, she adds that since their time, no one has 
seen the fairies that once haunted the Hollow.  The women who were just in our 
immediate view have vanished; their kind has vanished; the “something other” about 
them that led people to compare them to fairies throughout the text has vanished.  In their 
place, Robert’s fantasy has been realized.  The Hollow is now paved and ash-covered, 
and dominated by “a mighty mill, and a chimney, as ambitious as the tower of Babel” 
(607).   
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The curse of Babel is the curse of Shirley, but that curse is not extended to the 
reader.  The novel closes without resolution, or rather, with a resolution achieved by 
paving over everything that refused to be resolved.  What is comprehensible is not 
sufficient.  We have been made to want “something other, deeper, more intricate,” 
something we did not know we did not know.   
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3.  Everything Rhymes with “Poor”: 
Poetry and the Problems of the Social Problem Novel 
 
 
Elizabeth Gaskell intended her first novel to be John Barton,93 the story of a 
Manchester weaver driven by economic hardships to desperate acts and a piteous end.  
Gaskell herself had lived in Manchester through the political and economic instability of 
the 1830s and the still more dire “Hungry Forties,” and at the heart of her novel is the 
question of how to represent the industrial suffering she had witnessed.  John Barton was 
“the central figure” of her proposed novel.  “[I]ndeed,” she recalled shortly after the 
novel’s publication,  
I had felt so long that the bewildered life of an ignorant thoughtful man of 
strong power of sympathy, dwelling in a town so full of striking contrasts 
as this is, was a tragic poem, that in the writing he was my ‘hero.’94 
 
Tragic heroes to do not sell so well as happy heroines, though.  Gaskell’s publishers, 
Chapman and Hall, insisted that the novel be titled for John’s daughter, shifting the text’s 
focus at least nominally to Mary, who is neither a factory worker nor directly engaged in 
labor politics.   
The history of this authorial conflict is palpable in the finished text’s form.  
Though the first half of the novel follows the struggles of Gaskell’s “hero,” describing in 
unprecedented detail the horrors of industrial poverty, the narrative gradually shifts focus 
to Mary and her melodramatic marriage plot.  By the time John’s narrative reaches its 
climax—his murder of a mill owner’s son—Mary has eclipsed him to the extent that we 
witness the murder and its repercussions primarily as they affect her and her lover, who 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
93 Letters 39 and 42 in The Letters of Mrs. Gaskell, ed. Chappel and Pollard (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1998), hereafter referred to as Letters. 
 
94 Letters: 39. 
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has been falsely accused of the crime.  John dies without having found redress for 
industrial wrongs, but that death is swept aside as Mary is whisked away to domestic and 
pre-industrial bliss in the “primeval” wilderness of Canada (339).  What began as, in the 
opinion of Raymond Williams, “the most moving response in literature to the industrial 
suffering of the 1840s,”95 ends by apparently burying under false resolution the very 
problems it brought to light. “[T]here could be,” Williams writes, “no more devastating 
conclusion” (91). 
In this chapter, I argue that the focus on the type of novel Mary Barton is has 
limited our ability to see its contribution to social problem literature.  Specifically, I argue 
that if we shift our comparative reading to novel and poetry, we see Gaskell analyzing 
and responding to the limitations of the novel as a genre as it tries to critique the middle-
class, capitalist ideologies in which it was produced.  By “social problem novel,” I mean 
the group of texts that examine the economic and political effects of the Industrial 
Revolution in England, especially as class conflict and political unrest escalated in the 
1840s.96  I propose that these novels are defined not only by the social problems they 
represent, but also by the two major problems of representation they face.  The first is 
formal: the novel’s focus on individual narratives makes resolution necessary, papering 
over the radically unresolved nature of large-scale poverty, political disenfranchisement, 
and the injustices sanctioned by an unregulated capitalist economy.  The second is 
material and ideological: the social problem novel, like any novel, is a commodity, but 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
95 Raymond Williams, Culture and Society: 1780-1950 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1958), 87. 
 
96 I include in this category not only the novels of the mid- to late-forties—Disraeli’s Sybil, Kingsley’s 
Yeast and Alton Locke, Dickens’ Dombey and Son, and Charlotte Brontë’s Shirley—but also the immediate 
precursors and the late revisions of the subgenre, stretching from Harriet Martineau’s short stories and 
Illustrations of Political Economy in the late-twenties and thirties to Eliot’s Felix Holt in 1866. 
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more than other subgenres of the novel, it seeks to critique the very system of capitalist 
production and exchange in which it has been constructed.  Gaskell’s disagreement with 
Chapman and Hall illustrates the challenges of defying the demands of a middle-class 
readership as understood by publishing houses.  
Our almost exclusive focus on the narrative duality of Mary Barton has obscured 
a larger duality.  The letter that documents the mandated shift from John Barton to Mary 
Barton—that encapsulates our understanding of the novel as two subgenres converging—
also represents the work as two genres converging.  Her novel as Gaskell saw it was a 
“poem,”97 and the text as she realized it is shaped by the alternation between two genres.  
In this chapter, I reorient our comparative analyses of Mary Barton, arguing that the 
text’s interweaving of prose narrative (the one narrative containing both protagonists) and 
a set of interpolated poems promises more radical representations of social problems than 
either narrative.  In Mary Barton, Gaskell recognizes the novel as ideologically, formally, 
and materially a genre of middle-class self-expression.  In response, she posits poetry as 
the opposite: a mode of representation materially available and formally suited to 
working-class authors.  Specifically, there are two key components to Gaskell’s “poetry.”  
First, poems in Mary Barton are organized around recursive rather than narrative 
structures and thus defy the need for resolution.  Secondly, they are short verse 
compositions reflecting traditions of oral performance and circulation, and thus they are 
produced and reproduced outside the literary marketplace.  By smuggling poems into her 
novel, Gaskell allows workers to represent themselves within a vehicle that will reach 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
97 There are two letters in which Gaskell relates the titular change, and in both she defines the life of a man 
like John as “tragic poem”: 39 and 42.  She uses the same phrase in yet a third letter, this time to Chapman, 
in reference to the novel itself.  The work was proving to be a “firebrand,” but “meanwhile, no one seems 
to see my idea of a tragic poem; so I, in reality, mourn over my failure” (Letter 37; 1 January, 1849).  
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middle-class readers.  At the same time, Gaskell carefully combines generic elements to 
achieve a text that holds in tension the desire for resolution with the urgent reality of 
ongoing suffering. 
 
FICTIONS OF RESOLUTION 
In Fictions of Resolution in Three Victorian Novels, Deirdre David argues that the 
novel served two functions in Victorian society: providing authoritative accounts of 
social realities, and articulating the beliefs, appeasing the fears, and satisfying the desires 
of its middle-class readership (ix).  While these two functions were always in some 
degree of tension, the social problem novel represents an almost complete opposition 
between the two.  Class conflict, the horrors of poverty, and the other “problems” these 
novels sought to represent were inherently and radically unresolved.  The more troubling 
and the more urgent the problems appeared, though, the more strenuously readers 
demanded resolution (x).  Thus the “fiction of resolution” refers both to the demand that 
fiction offer resolutions, and to the fact that the resolutions novels offered were 
necessarily fictional—artificial, symbolic, or fantastic. 
 David’s analysis crystallizes much of the criticism of Mary Barton, as Mary’s 
emigration appears to be a prime example of the fiction of resolution.  Not only does 
Mary’s domestic idyll obscure the problems of industrial Manchester, but the shift from 
John’s plot to Mary’s dramatizes this process of obscuring.  Critical readings of the novel 
often imply that the papering over of industrial problems would have been avoided if 
only the original narrative of John had been allowed to shape the novel.  In his seminal 
analysis of the novel in Culture and Society, Raymond Williams argues that, as Gaskell 
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developed John’s increasingly violent character, her sympathy was overwhelmed by 
horror at the specter of working-class rebellion she was conjuring.  The publisher’s 
demand that she focus on Mary “must in fact have been welcome” (91), and the 
emigration ending signals Gaskell’s total resignation from the critique of industrial 
capitalism begun in the first half of the novel.  Following Williams, others have framed 
the narrative duality in different terms—realism vs. romanticism,98 tragedy vs. 
melodrama,99 political vs. domestic100—but in all cases, Mary’s narrative is at best a 
“diversion”101 from John’s, and more often a “deliberate suppression”102 of it. 
 Hilary Schor’s Scheherezade in the Marketplace constitutes a significant critical 
shift, proposing that, far from being a de-politicized counter to the industrial narrative, 
Mary’s narrative levels its own, feminist challenges to social and literary authority (15).  
Schor further posits that the relationship between the two narratives is not a linear 
“progress[ion]” from one to another but rather that they continually “interrupt” and are 
“substituted” for one another (16), producing a complex view of working-class life “in 
which organized politics and domestic details live side by side” (17).  In emphasizing the 
similarities between Mary’s narrative and John’s, Schor also reveals similarities between 
Gaskell and the workers she represents, comparing the disenfranchisement of laborers 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
98 Stephen Gill, “Introduction” to Mary Barton, ed. Gill (London: Penguin, 1970): 21. 
 
99 Catherine Gallagher, The Industrial Revolution of English Fiction: Social Discourse and Narrative form 
1832-1867 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985).  Gallagher finds a broader array of genres at 
play, but sees them ultimately resolving into the binary of John’s tragedy and Mary’s melodramatic 
domestic plot. 
 
100 Nancy Armstrong, Desire and Domestic Fiction: A Political History of the Novel (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1987).  Armstrong presents Mary Barton as exemplary of the Victorian novel’s tendency 
to domesticate and thereby resolve the political. 
 
101 Williams, Culture and Society, 90. 
 
102 Gallagher, The Industrial Revolution of English Fiction, 78. 
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within a capitalist economy to that of women authors in the literary marketplace.  Schor’s 
intervention revises our understanding of Gaskell’s relationship to authority, presenting 
her neither as the puppet of publishers nor as having internalized dominant middle-class 
ideologies.  Without painting Gaskell as the radical she wasn’t, Schor examines the dual 
narrative structure as a tool for resisting conventional forms of representation rather than 
as a sign of Gaskell’s conservatism. 
Though Schor’s work reoriented critical understandings of the romantic and 
domestic narrative in Mary Barton, it remains focused on the relation of the two 
narratives.  Furthermore, recent scholarship on the novel has tended to extend Schor’s 
claim that Mary’s narrative is as politically engaged as John’s, going so far as to reverse 
the appraisals of earlier critics.  Kamilla Elliot suggests that the romantic plot is in some 
ways more radical than the industrial, upending Williams’ reading,103 while Ying S. Lee 
inverts Armstrong, finding in Mary Barton an example of political forces disrupting and 
destroying the domestic.104  I take as the foundations of this chapter the problems 
Williams and similar critics raise regarding the failure of either narrative to address the 
overarching problems of the social problem novel.  Drawing on Schor, I will be 
investigating Mary Barton’s formal binary as it reveals potentials for resistance, rather 
than as a sign of the novel’s acquiescence in conventional forms and ideologies.  I will 
argue, however, that neither industrial nor marital narrative offers a means of defying the 
demand for resolution or for critiquing middle-class, capitalist ideologies from within.  
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Instead, if we analyze the interplay between the novel and the poems quoted in it, we can 
see Gaskell’s innovative way of both expressing and ceding her own authority.  
 One of the most striking characteristics of Mary Barton is the degree to which 
Gaskell invites two other authors into the text, and positions their texts to challenge and 
complicate her own representations.  The prose narrative of Mary Barton evolves in 
relation to two poems quoted within it.  Though Mary Barton contains a large amount of 
quoted and paraphrased poetry, these two poems—the anonymous Lancashire dialect 
poem “The Oldham Weaver” and Samuel Bamford’s “God Help the Poor”—demand 
particular attention.  Both are quoted in full, are visually separated from the prose text, 
and are highlighted by the narrator’s comments on them.  Both poems reiterate material 
presented in the surrounding prose but their shared content serves to highlight the 
different representational capacities of each genre.  The prose narrative represents closed, 
individual moments of suffering; the poems rewrite those moments of suffering as 
unresolved.  In addition to operating structurally, the poems are embedded in the fictional 
world.  Poetry in Mary Barton is ever in circulation between characters, and those 
exchanges direct much of the narrative.   
Gaskell, I will argue, demands that readers continually shift between the two 
genres with the hope of achieving the best of both.  The novel’s capacities are also its 
limitations.  Formally, the novel excels at representing individualized characters through 
the narratives of their daily lives. Detailed depictions of poverty, as suffered by 
characters with whom readers might identify, have the capacity to inform and move 
middle-class readers to sympathy.  Additionally, inherent in narrative form is also the 
promise of progression or at least change.  On the other hand, the novel’s focus on the 
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individual obscures the scale of social problems and its narrative structure makes 
representing the unresolved nature of social problems difficult.  Materially, the novel had 
a far greater readership than any other genre throughout the nineteenth century and Mary 
Barton was in fact an immediate bestseller.  Moreover the novel’s target market of 
middle- and upper-class readers was an appealing one to reformers looking to catch the 
interest of those with legislative or economic power.  
To exploit the appealing elements of the novel genre while circumventing its 
limitations, Gaskell turns to poetry.  Or rather, like the novelists of the previous chapters, 
Gaskell creates a “poetry” that precisely responds to the particular limitations of her 
novel through her careful selection of poems and her particular representation of the 
genre.  To begin with, “The Oldham Weaver” and “God Save the Poor” are non-
narrative.  Instead, they make the most of poetry’s recursive structures, representing 
multiple images simultaneously and constructing time as a collection of frozen moments 
rather than a linear progression.  They thus offer a breadth of representation to match the 
novel’s depth, and strenuously deny the reader a sense of resolution.  In addition, both 
poems are written by laborers, presenting poetry as a genre available to the poor, though 
their relative obscurity compared to the novel that quotes them demonstrates that such 
poetry was unlikely to make it to the homes of the wealthy.  In her bi-generic work, 
Gaskell seeks to do two things: first, to undercut novelistic closure with poetry’s 
insistence on the ongoing and large-scale nature of social problems; and secondly, to 




POETRY OF IRRESOLUTION: 
“THE OLDHAM WEAVER” AND “GOD HELP THE POOR” 
 
Narrative presents the extreme deprivations of industrial poverty as they increase 
or decrease over the time of individual lives, ensuring that each case of suffering, though 
horrible to witness, ultimately resolves.  Gaskell exemplifies this form of narrative 
suffering in the opening chapter of Mary Barton, in which John recalls the death of his 
young son.  The mill where John had worked failed overnight.  Almost as quickly, his life 
and those of his family members plummeted from modest comfort to dire want.  After 
running through their slight credit, the Bartons struggled to find food, lived in ragged 
clothes, and pawned everything they could part with.  Such deprivations pare down 
narrative until characters are simply fading toward nonexistence.  A body can only 
sustain so much—or rather, be sustained by so little— before reaching a tipping point.  
Malnutrition brought John to the very “pitch of ravenousness” (25), but at the eleventh 
hour he found work again, and he and his wife recovered from their ordeal.  Their son, 
however, was weakened by scarlet fever when hardship descended, and wasted away 
until his life hung by a “gossamer thread” (24).  And then he wasted further, and the 
thread snapped. 
Mary Barton forces us to watch characters “clem” to the point of death, but the 
reader can take comfort in the knowledge that all sufferers will eventually find peace. 
Shortly after we are told of the death of Barton’s son, we witness a still more painful 
death of one of Barton’s fellow workers.  Precisely because his pain is so extreme, he 
greets death with a prayer of thanks that “the hard struggle of living is over” (65), and 
while the world of man treated him unjustly, the realm of God promises recompense.  I 
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take nothing away from the horrors of death in the novel when I say that the horrors of 
life often render any cessation a blessed resolution for characters and for readers alike.  
It is difficult for readers to look at sustained suffering, and it is difficult for the 
narrative to sustain the dire moment—the pitch of hunger, the last moment before the 
thread of life snaps—for more than a brief length of time.  In the case of Mrs. Barton’s 
death, it passes before we even realize it.  The third chapter opens with John announcing 
that his wife is in labor and racing for a doctor.  She is “worser than I ever saw before,” 
he cries, but before he and the reader can reach her—in the next sentence, in fact—the 
narrator intercedes: “No! she was not—she was at peace” (20).  Gaskell can hardly be 
blamed for cutting short Mrs. Barton’s agony, nor can readers be blamed if we take 
comfort in the fact that the suffering of any single human will ultimately end. 
Gaskell undoes this guarantee of resolution, however, by retelling the sufferings 
of her narrative in poetry.  To reapply Schor’s framework, the poems “interrupt” the 
prose narrative, though rather than “substitute” the domestic for the industrial (16), the 
poems add to the prose, forcing readers to hold in tension both middle-class and working-
class representations of suffering.   
 
“THE OLDHAM WEAVER” 
After the deaths of Tom and Mrs. Barton in the early chapters of the novel, it is 
quite a respite when chapter four presents us with nothing more taxing than Mary taking 
tea with her neighbors.  The hostess of the gathering, the elderly Alice Wilson, entertains 
Mary and another guest with tales of her childhood in a distant, idyllic countryside, 
drawing herself and the reader away from the pain of urban poverty and into a state of 
145	  
“reverie” (33).  Into this suspension of plot Gaskell inserts not a recuperative scene of 
domesticity but a poetic counter-representation of all the suffering we have witnessed in 
the novel up to this point.  Alice asks her other guest, Margaret Legh, to sing “The 
Oldham Weaver,” an anonymous Lancashire poem about the hardships of a poor cotton 
weaver in Greater Manchester.  Gaskell copies the poem, all fifty-six lines.  “The Oldham 
Weaver” announces itself as intended for an audience other than the readers of Mary 
Barton.  The narrator introduces the poem with: “Do you know ‘The Oldham Weaver’?  
Not unless you are Lancashire born and bred” (34-5), but the heavy dialect of the poem is 
enough to alert anyone that the poem addresses a different community than does the 
novel’s standard English.  Not only this, but the anonymity of the poet, as well as the 
accentual verse, place the poem in an oral, folk tradition rather than the world of 
Chapman and Hall’s publishing house or Mudie’s Circulating Library.  
Written by, for, and about workers for whom industrial suffering was ever-
present, “The Oldham Weaver” capitalizes on poetry’s recursive structures to present 
anguish as unresolved.  The poem makes no revelation, offers no “turn” from question to 
answer or point to counterpoint; everything that happens exists in a continual present that 
defies resolution.  The first stanza reads: 
Oi’m a poor cotton-weyver, as mony a one knoowas, 
Oi’ve nowt for t’ yeat, an’ oi’ve worn eawt my clooas, 
Yo’ad hardly gi’ tuppence for aw as oi’ve on, 
My clogs are both brosten, an’ stuckings oi’ve none, 
 Yo’d think it wur hard, 
 To be browt into th’ warld, 
To be—clemmed, an’ do th’ best as yo con.105 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
105 I’m a poor cotton-weaver, as many a one knows, 
   I’ve nothing for to eat and I’ve worn out my clothes, 
   You’d hardly give tuppence for all I’ve got on, 
   My shoes are both broken and stockings I’ve none, 
 You’d think it were hard 
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The seemingly dynamic stanza form promises a progression that the content refuses to 
carry out.  The first half of the stanza moves with the familiar gait of a ballad, as each of 
the first four lines has four iambic or anapestic feet.  They give way to two lines of half 
that length, rushing the reader through the rhyme to the final line whose uniqueness (the 
only three-foot line and the only unrhymed line) suggests special importance as well as 
pith.  The content of the stanza, however, never changes.  The poem opens with the 
declaration, “Oi’m a poor…”, and every phrase that follows can do nothing but reiterate 
this statement of want.  The progression from “Oi’ve nowt for t’yeat” to “oi’ve worn 
eawt my clooas,” for example, is no progress at all but a repetition of lack.  Even the 
nominal change from lack of food to lack of clothes is erased as we hurtle through the 
bottleneck of the two-foot lines to land not at a resolution but on the word “clemmed.”  
After that, the final two feet of the stanza simply mark time in which we realize that we 
have been returned to the initial problem of having “nowt for t’yeat.” 
 The dire tone of “clemmed” suggests the same breaking point we come to in the 
narrative: either the weaver’s situation must improve, or he will die.  Rather than a linear 
narrative, however, the poem is a series of variations on a theme, each of the seven 
stanzas presenting us with another image of suffering.  Even considered as variations on a 
theme, however, “The Oldham Weaver” is particularly resistant not only to resolution but 
to any change whatever.  The “theme” that each stanza manifests is want: the second and 
third stanzas elaborate on hunger, the fourth on loss of work, the fifth on debt.  Images of 
emaciated bodies (11,13), worn-out clothes (2), and bare spaces where repossessed 
furniture used to stand (34-36, 41) are scattered throughout as well.  In each, absence 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 To be brought into the world 
   To be—starved, and do the best as you can. 
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takes a new linguistic shape, but these variations collapse in the face of the infinite 
emptiness they all represent. 
 As the poem reaches its penultimate stanza, it appears that some progress must be 
made after all.  Lying on a floor after all they own has been repossessed, the speaker 
explicitly declares that he and his wife are at the breaking point: “If ever things awtern, 
oi’m sure they mun mend/ For oi think i’ my heart we’re booath at t’ far eend” (38-39).  
Even here, at the “far eend” of human endurance and the poem itself, the poem avoids 
resolution by casting the climax into the conditional where both possible outcomes can be 
held suspended.  The speaker’s wife “[woul]d goo up to Lunnon an’ talk to th’ greet 
mon.”  If the great men assisted her, her situation would “awter”; if not she would “sew 
up meawth an’ eend” (44-6).  Because her lack of decent clothes has trapped her in her 
house, though, she cannot realize this determining moment, and the poem ends by leaving 
us where we started, with only an abundance of lack.   
The extreme emphasis on unabated suffering movingly presents the unresolved 
nature of industrial poverty, but as with the novel, the poem’s capacities are also its 
limitations.  The catch-22 of the final lines of the poem—that poverty prevents the 
woman from seeking relief from poverty—comes dangerously close to denying workers 
any form of agency, and to cementing the sense of injustice it raises into resignation.  By 
juxtaposing the poem with the novel’s push toward resolution, however, Gaskell seeks to 
imagine future relief without belying the pain of the present.  When “The Oldham 
Weaver” comes to an end, Gaskell’s novel proper resumes and attempts to put in motion 
the frozen temporality of the poem.  John’s narrative becomes the story of workers trying 
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to get their own representations of industrial suffering recognized by those with the 
power to relieve them.  
 When Margaret sings “The Oldham Weaver,” she and her neighbors are enjoying 
a period of relative ease, but afterward the narrative swiftly reorients itself to resemble 
the dire situation of the poem’s speaker.  In the following three chapters, Manchester 
workers suffer a factory fire and a fever epidemic, and work grows increasingly scarce.  
John and Mary and their neighbors, like the weaver and his wife, gradually lose their 
possessions and John goes without food.  In response, the community seizes upon the 
hope implicit in “The Oldham Weaver” and acts on that hope.  Workers “could not 
believe that government knew of their misery: they rather chose to think it possible that 
men could voluntarily assume the office of legislators for a nation who were ignorant of 
its real state” and though it was “strange and inexplicable,” they believed that “their 
misery had still to be revealed in all its depths” (77-78).   
 While in the poem, the climactic confrontation that would resolve the woman’s 
suffering remains suspended, the idea “spring[s]” into being in one paragraph of the 
novel and its realization begins in the next: “So a petition was framed, and signed by 
thousands… imploring Parliament to hear witnesses who could testify to the unparalleled 
destitution of the manufacturing districts” (78).  Workers form a delegation to present the 
Petition, and John suddenly finds himself going up to London to talk with the great men. 
One point shared by the poetic and novelistic representations is the belief—but 
only the belief—that representations of suffering will inspire sympathy and practical 
relief.  In “The Oldham Weaver,” this manifests in the wife’s desire to speak the very 
poem in which she appears to an audience other than the one for which it was written.  In 
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the novel, the narrator echoes the workers’ hopes.  In this period of struggle and 
starvation, the “most deplorable and enduring evil,” the narrator claims, was the “feeling 
of alienation between the different classes of society” that arose in response to economic 
disparity.  “I think,” she continues, “that surely, in a Christian land, it [the condition of 
the poor] was not known even so feebly as words could tell it, or the more happy and 
fortunate would have thronged with their sympathy and their aid” (77).  Both the 
characters and the novel as reform literature stake everything on the belief that “words” 
in particular, though “feebl[e],” can represent suffering to practical ends.   
Offering sympathetic identification and engagement as a theoretical solution to 
the problems represented in the social problem novel is so common as to be a 
requirement of the genre.  What is uncommon, however, is Gaskell’s presentation of 
sympathy’s efficacy as a belief, and a shaky one at that.  The narrator’s “surely in a 
Christian land…” over-corrects for the hesitancy of “I think,” throwing further doubt 
onto a sentence that is itself a conditional statement rather than a pure assertion.  Nor are 
the workers Gaskell pens any more credulous.  They do not accept on evidence the idea 
that the government will sympathize with them; they “chose to think it possible” and 
proceeded as if they believed it because the alternative is unbearable.  
 All that belief seems crushed when Parliament refuses to hear the delegation.  
This is not a test of beliefs but a deferral of the test.  Still, it does suggest that a degree of 
sympathetic identification is necessary even to gain an audience.  It stuns John.  The 
failure leaves him literally silenced, refusing to speak to Mary when he returns home, 
except for a single utterance that speaks of its own impotence: “Mary, we mun speak to 
our God to hear us, for man will not hearken” (89).  This appears to be the end of John’s 
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narrative.  He has not yet found the relief of death, but he empties himself of will and 
simply waits for his end to come: “his attitude… remained unchanged for more than half-
an-hour, his eyes gazing vacantly and fixedly at the fire” (89).  Mary tries to rouse him, 
but all he will say is that it is best for the poor to die (89).   
John’s attempted resolution is interrupted, however, by the arrival of the novel’s 
second major poem.  John is pulled from his stupor by the arrival of his friend Job Legh 
who fills the silence with his own story of London travels, culminating with his reading 
of Samuel Bamford’s poem “God Help the Poor.”   
 
“GOD HELP THE POOR” 
 Labor poems like “The Oldham Weaver” put the reader in the position of 
witnessing the suffering of one who cannot make his pleas for help heard within the 
world of the poem.  In the world of the novel, workers demand an unmediated version of 
this, when they petition Parliament “to hear witnesses who could testify to the 
unparalleled destitution of the manufacturing districts” (78).  The following poem 
represents the refusal of “great men” to hear the workers, portraying workers as even 
more disempowered than the Oldham weaver and his wife.  This further removal of 
agency only redoubles the responsibility of the reader, however, as it transforms John’s 
resignation into an indictment of the reader. 
 The laborers of “The Oldham Weaver,” though they could not make their voices 
heard by “the great men,” had at least the agency of constructing the utterance that the 
reader overhears, a fact reinforced by the poem’s use of the Lancashire dialect.  The poor 
of Bamford’s poem, by contrast, require a third-person speaker to pray for them.  Like 
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John Barton, however, the speaker can only pray.  “God Help the Poor” is both title and 
refrain, and each repetition of this plea underscores the fact that the previous ones went 
unanswered.  Like “The Oldham Weaver,” “God Help the Poor” is structured as 
variations on a theme, but unlike the first poem, each stanza of “God Help the Poor” 
opens a window onto a different figure’s timeless suffering, creating a refusal of 
resolution and asserting the scale of industrial poverty.  The first stanza, for example, 
presents a girl locked in a continuous present in which she “droops” and “stands” and 
“doth endure”: 
God help the poor, who, on this wintry morn,  
     Come forth from alleys dim and courts obscure. 
God help yon poor pale girl, who droops forlorn, 
     And meekly her affliction doth endure; 
God help her, outcast lamb; she trembling stands, 
All wan her lips, and frozen red her hands;  
Her sunken eyes are modestly down-cast, 
Her night-black hair streams on the fitful blast; 
Her bosom, passing fair, is half revealed, 
And oh! so cold, the snow lies there congealed; 
Her feet benumbed, her shoes all rent and worn, 
God help thee, outcast lamb who standst forlorn! 
God help the poor! 
 
The only progress here belongs to the reader.  Our comprehension of poverty proceeds 
from the general category of “the poor” to a single figure, and finally from that whole 
figure to a series of body parts.  In fact, at the moment our mobile gaze begins to shift 
across her body, even the present-tense verbs fall out of the description.  The wanness of 
malnutrition and the coldness of exposure are not states of being that she could 
hypothetically transcend but are merged with her body in the syntactic slamming-together 
of “wan her lips” and “red her hands.”  Nor are we allowed to forget the fact of her 
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suffering as we finish the stanza.  The girl who was an “outcast lamb” at the beginning 
(5) is an “outcast lamb” at the end (12). 
 The repetition is heavy-handed but it accomplishes the complex effect of teaching 
readers to see numerous sufferers simultaneously.  The initial plea contains only the 
general phrase, “the poor.”  The second iteration combines both the general phrase and 
the specific poor figure before us: “God help yon poor pale girl.”  In the following two 
pleas, “God help her, outcast lamb” and “God help thee, outcast lamb,” the general 
resolves into the specific as “the poor” is replaced completely with this particular poor 
person who needs God’s help.   
This association expands, however, when we proceed to the second stanza, which 
repeats the refrain but juxtaposes it with another type of sufferer:  “God help the poor!  
An infant’s feeble wail…” (14).  Each stanza adds another figure: the fallen women, the 
infant and single mother, the orphan living off the streets, the old man fallen on hard 
times.  Like the stanzas of “The Oldham Weaver,” those of “God Help the Poor” all 
present variations on a theme.  Unlike those of “The Oldham Weaver,” the stanzas of 
“God Help the Poor” retain their sense of difference even amid their similarities.  Instead, 
that is, of expressing the intensity of poverty by creating a sense of infinite lack, 
Bamford’s stanzas express the scope of poverty by associating the word “poor” with 
more and more archetypes of vulnerability.   
 There is an aggressive irresolution to this repetition.  The stanzas of “God Help 
the Poor” are composed of twelve lines of iambic pentameter and a thirteenth of iambic 
dimeter.  All begin in an abab rhyme scheme and progress to varying arrangements of 
alternating rhymes and couplets.  They resemble, that is, stunted sonnets with their 
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familiar components distorted from lack of length.  Though the rules of sonneteering are 
made to be broken and curtal sonnets are something of a sub-sub-genre of their own, 
Bamford’s unresolved sonnets have a particularly arresting power given their context and 
content.  First, ending with “God save the poor” replaces the expected closure of a 
couplet with the ever-unanswered refrain, producing not only a broken sonnet but a 
broken-record effect.  Secondly, Bamford cruelly suggests the familiar binary structure of 
sonnets before revoking it.  Sonnets often present first a question and then an answer, a 
point then a counter-point, etc., and thereby achieve a palpable sense of completion.  The 
most striking example is the third stanza which is perfectly Shakespearian in rhyme 
scheme aside from the truncated couplet.  The first two quatrains depict a starving boy, 
but his hunger appears to be at an end with the emphatically end-stopped line, “…a zest 
the famished only feel!” (34).  The first line of the third quatrain begins “He now 
devours…” and apparently signals the second half of the sonnet where the boy’s 
“yearn[ing]” for “one cheering meal” (32) finally will be sated.  But as our understanding 
crystallizes the dream fades, for he devours only “a crust of mouldy bread” (35), whose 
meager powers to “cheer” do little to protect him from “the storm that round his head/ 
Impetuous sweeps” (37-8).  Our “turn,” then, has only been a return: the boy who was 
cold and hungry when we met him is cold and hungry when we leave him.   
Once again, irresolution of individual suffering is compounded by adding another 
person.  The language in which we encounter the boy casts us back to a previous sufferer.  
In the second stanza the same 360-degree turn from hunger to hunger occurs, in the same 
place.  A mother with her infant huddles in a corner to escape the storm, before the third 
quatrain opens with the promise of change: “And now she, sudden, darts a ravening look/ 
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As one with new hot bread goes past the nook” (22-3).  And the same cruel revocation 
occurs: “as the tempting load is onward borne,/ She weeps” (24-5).  Going back to the 
boy, we see that he ends in the same way, as the “s” at the end of “Impetuous” swallows 
up the “s” at the beginning of “sweeps.”  Not only do the voltas, such as they are, fail to 
lead us to resolution within the stanzas, but the potential for change implied in the 
progression between stanzas is also cancelled.  We may turn from the weeping mother in 
the second stanza, but only to find a weeping child in the third, and indeed a weeping 
man in the fourth.  The types of poor people are still individually visible, but they are also 
incorporated into the ever-expanding category of “the poor” that greets us at every turn. 
 Through this combination of repetition and variation, Bamford populates the 
single, master signifier of the poem with an array of different images.  By the end, “poor” 
simultaneously conjures women and men, children and the elderly.  Additionally, the 
word “poor” itself has a twin in the poem: the same crowding of signifieds occurs around 
the word “(for)lorn,” which also appears in every stanza at least once.  The concepts are 
inherently related, at least in Gaskell’s novel: to be poor as the Manchester laborers is to 
be forlorn, isolated, marginalized.  “Poor” and “forlorn” are also sonically related, a fact 
that Bamford exploits by weaving it into his rhyme scheme.  Three or four or even six 
lines in every 13-line stanza end on the words “poor” or “forlorn,” or an echo of them.  
Taken together, the 15 repetitions of “poor,” the 6 of “lorn” or “forlorn,” and the end and 
internal rhymes on them, the –or(n) sound echoes 30 times in the 65-line poem.  Within 
the world of the poem, each sufferer is shunned or ignored, from the “outcast lamb” to 
the old man whose friends “have long forborne/ To know the poor” (50-51), but the 
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reader cannot choose but hear.  Poor; forlorn: in line after line, the sound rings out, as if 
another voice were constantly added to the chorus of pleading.   
In contrast to the novel’s fiction of resolution—a fiction that obscures the ongoing 
ravages of industrial capitalism behind completed plots—the poem loudly and 
continuously articulates social problems.  Moreover, the swelling population of “poor” 
constantly reasserts rather than masks the massive scale of poverty and labor injustice.  
Social problem novels have a second representational problem, though.  In the following 
section, I examine these poems as material objects whose production and circulation offer 
an alternative to the capitalist context in which the novel itself exists.  
 
POETIC PRODUCTION 
 In the first social problem novel in English, The Life and Adventures of Michael 
Armstrong, the Factory Boy, Frances Trollope presents poetry as a literary technology 
through which the wealthy appropriate and re-write working-class self-representations.  
When an unscrupulous industrialist and his family adopt young Michael Armstrong, they 
commission a poet to write a play recounting the tale of their generosity.  Michael is 
forced to perform the role of himself as his benefactors conceive of him, a heart-rending 
parody that culminates in his tearful declaration that he loves the callous industrialist 
more than his own mother (105).  In contrast to the perfectly cadenced lies that Michael 
must parrot back to authority, Trollope’s unpretentious prose reveals Michael’s own 
perception of himself.   
Though Trollope deploys her definition of poetry as inherently upper-class to 
great effect, it demands that we overlook poetry as a working-class genre, and that we 
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overlook the fact that the novel was not.  These are significant limitations, given the rich 
traditions of folk and popular poetry in England.  Manchester in particular had a rich 
“bardic tradition,” as Brian Maidment documents in his study, The Poorhouse Fugitives: 
Self-Taught Poets and Poetry in Victorian Britain.106  Compared with poetic 
composition, a form enshrined in the cultural memory and still shared in poetry readings 
at public events and in private clubs,107 the novel had little currency among Manchester 
workers.  More generally, aside from autobiography,108 poetry was the only genre used 
significantly by working-class writers.109 
There was a crucial material reason, as well as a historical one, for working 
writers to express themselves in poetry: for those writers with minimal free time, energy, 
and resources, the most accommodating genre was not the triple-decker novel, but the 
short, memorizable poem.  Poems of course might be any size, but they can be small in a 
way that the novel cannot.  Reading alone was a challenge for factory and mine workers, 
let alone writing, let alone writing something massive.110  This is not to say that the cost 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
106 Maidment, The Poor House Fugitives (Manchester, Carcanet: 1987), 231. 
 
107 See Maidment, 324.  Samuel Bamford also recalls his friends and neighbors reciting their poetry at local 
gatherings in his autobiographical Passages in the Life of a Radical (London: Simpkin, 1844), 8.  
 
108 Though this was a long prose genre, workers rarely published or even composed autobiographies 
without the intervention of a wealthy patron.  The overwhelming influence of such patrons is well 
documented in Ying S. Lee’s Masculinity and the English Working Class: Studies in Victorian 
Autobiography and Fiction (New York: Routledge, 2007). 
 
109 See Maidment, 16. Poetry writing was common among “known” workers.  As Jonathan Rose notes, 1 in 
8 of the people listed in The Autobiography of the Working Class is a poet.  See “Working-Class Poets and 
Poetry” in Victorian Britain: An Encyclopedia, ed. Sally Mitchell (London: St. James Press, 1988): 877-78.  
See also John Burnett, David Vincent and David Mayall, ed., The Autobiography of the Working Class: An 
Annotated Critical Bibliography 1790-1900. Brighton: Harvester, 1984. 
 
110 Richard Altick outlines an array of difficulties in his compendium, The English Common Reader: A 
Social History of the Mass Reading Public 1800-1900. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1957.  He 
notes that laborers commonly worked 14-hour days, even after the 1847 bill mandating a maximum ten-
hour day for textile industry; homes were cramped and so what little leisure time workers had they often 
spent in public or outdoor spaces not conducive to reading; adequate light was always difficult to produce 
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in time and materials rendered novel composition absolutely impossible.  Exceptions 
however are extremely rare, and should be balanced against the accounts of those whose 
novelistic ambitions were thwarted.111  Novels were simply, though emphatically, too 
large to be a viable mode of literary expression for laborers as a class.   
This is the second “problem” facing the social problem novel as a literary form.  
Social problem novels seek to represent the inequities of industrial capitalism, but the 
genre of the novel is written, produced, circulated, and consumed by the beneficiaries of 
industrial capitalism.  On the one hand, novels command the very audience that the 
speakers of “The Oldham Weaver” and “God Help the Poor” long for, and thus offer a 
tantalizing vehicle for social change.  On the other hand, that middle-class readership is 
guaranteed only to the extent that the novel meets readers’ and publishers’ expectations 
of resolution.  Workers’ poetry allows them to represent their lives without consideration 
of a middle-class reader, but is unlikely to find an audience beyond workers themselves.  
Gaskell recognized both that poetry offered workers a means of self-representation, and 
the fact that such poetry was likely to reach only other working-class readers.  
More than any other Victorian novelist, Gaskell insists that we see poetry as both 
text and object.  Williams, in his praise of the detailed depiction of working-class life at 
the opening of Mary Barton, notes among other examples the careful copying out of 
poetry (87).  For Williams, the writing is important for its contribution to the 
verisimilitude that characterizes Gaskell’s initial attempt at industrial narrative (89).  I 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
and eyestrain was a constant fear; finally, readers could well face ridicule if they remained among family or 
friends (90-93). 
 
111 Thomas Cooper offers one of the best-known examples: he writes of beginning a novel while in prison 
but being forced to abandon it to take up “a toilful engagement with the sterner business of life.” Wise Saws 
and Modern Instances (London: Jeremiah How, 1845), viii. 
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would argue that Mary’s writing out of Bamford’s poem is a very unusual kind of detail.  
Characters in Victorian novels constantly quote poetry.  Less frequently, they reference 
writing poetry and rarely do narrators mention that a poem has been copied into an album 
or written in a love letter.112  Almost never does a narrator document an act of 
transcription, or attend to the material on which a poem is transcribed.  Gaskell carefully 
describes how “Mary took the paper [Job’s copy of the poem].  And the next day, on a 
blank half sheet of a valentine, all bordered with hearts and darts—a valentine she had 
once suspected to come from Jem Wilson—she copied Bamford’s beautiful little poem” 
(101).  The chapter ends on this scene, dwelling on both the physicality of the poem—
Job’s copy is a “paper,” Mary’s is a recycled card—and on the manual labor of writing.  
The inclusion of the temporal detail, that Mary left the copying to the next day, also 
suggests that to manufacture a copy of a poem requires not only physical exertion and 
physical resources, but also spare time.   
It is not enough to be able to write poems, though.  Individual self-expression is 
the kind of authority the Oldham weaver has as the speaker of his poem.  He lacks the 
authority endowed by a system of circulation that makes the text available to an audience.  
For mainstream texts, this system is fundamentally economic.  The text of a novel exists 
because someone with the requisite time and money wrote it, and the text is published 
and circulated as a novel on the premise that people with the requisite time and money 
will buy it.  Between producer and consumer expands a network of publishers, lending 
libraries, and other distribution systems that interpret the interests of the (wealthy) public 
and codify those presumed interests into generic law.  As Gaskell well knew from the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
112 See for example Rosamond’s album in Middlemarch and Amelia Sedley’s habit of copying out whole 
pages of poetry in Vanity Fair. 
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evolution of John Barton into Mary Barton, when texts are commodified, their authority 
is diffused across all the people who have economic stakes in the text-commodity.  If, 
then, novels must at least nominally engage in what David calls “elaborating the myths of 
middle-class culture, [and] embroidering middle-class ideology” (x), then social problem 
novels are in the dubious position of claiming to unravel the master’s embroidery using 
only the master’s tools.  
However, for the same reason that workers can produce poetry, they can also 
reproduce it, and circulate it among like-minded readers.  Gaskell envisions a system of 
poetic reproduction and distribution controlled by workers, operating completely outside 
the literary marketplace.  Poetry in Mary Barton is always material, and it is always in 
circulation.  Both of the major poems enter the novel as things transferred from one 
laborer to others.  Margaret sings “The Oldham Weaver” as a favor—“Do sing that, 
Marget, there’s a good lass,” pleads her friend (33)—and her grandfather Job offers “God 
Help the Poor” to John as a consolation after his disappointing trip to London.  These 
individual transfers are, however, only links in long chains of circulation.  Before 
Margaret recites “The Oldham Weaver,” the narrator notes that it is common in 
Lancashire and after the recitation, the narrator compares Margaret to the famous 
Lancashire singer Deborah Travis, previewing Margaret’s later career performing such 
songs in mechanics’ halls and other working-class venues.  Even within the present 
moment of the recitation, the transmission of poetry will not be contained in a single 
exchange.  When Margaret finishes, she and her audience hear a distant voice repeating 
snatches of the song.  This, it turns out, is Job, who has overheard Margaret from his 
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upstairs flat and has caught enough of the song to be able to replicate at least parts of it 
(36).   
I will return to the circulation of “The Oldham Weaver” later in this chapter, but 
will focus now on the transmission of “God Help the Poor.”  Job introduces his recitation 
by explaining that the poem was “written by a weaver like oursel,” adding how 
impressive it is to “weave verse like this” (99).  Before we or the assembled workers 
know Bamford’s poem as a text, we know it as a textile—or at least, as a thing that is 
manufactured in the way that the weavers manufacture cloth.  In the case of the poem, 
though, the producer and consumer are not endpoints of the transaction.  Job owns a copy 
of Bamford’s poem, speaks it for John (and Mary and Margaret who are also present), 
and as with “The Oldham Weaver,” the poetic recitation immediately begets another act 
of reproduction.  Moreover, when John asks Job for permission to have the lines of verse 
copied, Job responds by suggesting still further circulation: “The more they’re heard and 
read and [sic] the better” (101).  Our vision of the circulation of the poem also projects 
back in time.  The narrator reminds us that Job himself “had picked up [the poem] 
somewhere” before presenting it to John (99).  The precise circumstances of the 
transmission are less important that the fact itself, the fact that Job did not buy the book 
of poems in which this was published or receive it directly from its author, though he has 
heard about him.  Rather, he “picked up” Bamford’s poem, as he did “The Oldham 
Weaver,” in an individual encounter and through his own act of copying.  Beyond the 
initial scene with Job, we cannot know the exact series of transmissions through which 
“God Help the Poor” made its way from Samuel Bamford to John Barton, and still less 
can we trace the transmission of “The Oldham Weaver” to Mary from a now-forgotten 
161	  
poet.  Nonetheless, the one or two latest transmissions that we do know imply an 
expansive poetic network.113 
Receiving and re-circulating poetry allows individual workers to partially imagine 
and partially infer their position within a larger community.  John initially is moved by 
“God Help the Poor” because it conveys, with terrible vividness, the sense of being 
marginalized (“outcast” and “forlorn”) that defines so much of his experience.  Realizing 
that there is a poet somewhere who shares his experience, or at least understands it, gives 
John a sense of community.  In the workers’ system of poetic circulation, it is not only 
the representations of similar loneliness that ease John’s own sense of isolation, but also 
the knowledge of the means through which the representation has been conveyed to him.  
Between Bamford and Barton stretches an indefinite number of others, each of whom 
read the poem, endorsed its content, and reproduced it for another.  To receive such a 
poem is to be given a sudden glimpse of an expansive network of others who share or 
sympathize with one’s suffering. 
Taking the perspective of the middle-class reader, the network of textual 
(re)production and circulation that poetry allows suggests a para-economic competition.  
The literary marketplace does not lose much financially from workers’ poetry, but as a 
rival social/discursive structure with rival ideologies it could potentially pose a threat.  
“Combination is an awful power” (153) Gaskell’s narrator warns in relation to unions of 
striking workers, and poetic production in the world of Mary Barton is a form of 
combination.  When the poems arise and are later referred to in the novel, the reader 
should hear a chorus of voices reciting them, see an ever-expanding network of manual 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
113 In the later years of his career, Bamford gave frequent public readings of his prose and poetry.  In 
particular, the Manchester Times records that he recited “God Help the Poor” at the Boar’s Head Assembly 
Room in Middleton. “Reading and Recitation, at Rochdale.” 757 (20, 1856). 
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reproduction and exchange, and a social body bent on representing themselves and 
having those representations recognized.  Thus while poetry is written by and for 
workers, it is also produced with the hope that it will reach the wealthy and empowered.  
If formal and material aspects of the social problem novel attempt to “conquer” or 
“suppress” the problems the novel purports to represent, then the writing and circulating 
of poetry is an attempt to resolve the problems that poems represent as being as yet 
unresolved. 
 To return to the narrative of Mary Barton: receiving Bamford’s poem re-inscribes 
John in the network of poetic circulation and places responsibility on him to reproduce 
the representation of laborers’ suffering.  Roused from his stupor, John rejoins the 
conversation around him, and eventually the activist community, waiting for a second 
chance to represent the workers’ plight to the “great men” who might help them.  This 
second attempt differs from the first, however, in the degree of force behind it.  John 
never “got over” Parliament’s refusal to consider the pleas of the delegation (149), and 
though he resumes his quest to represent the workers’ plight to those in power, he now 
demands rather than asks for an audience.  The shift from supplication to force has been 
hinted at already, in the ambiguous syntax of the refrain of “God Help the Poor.”  I have 
characterized the refrain as a plea—[May] God help the poor—but equally it may be a 
command—God, help the poor.  As the poem reaches its final lines, the refrain becomes 
decidedly assertive: “shall they perish thus—oppressed and lorn?/ Shall toil and famine, 
hopeless, still be borne?/ No!  God will yet arise and help the poor!” (63-5).  When the 
poem is read on its own, the staccato defiance of “No!” releases the accumulated 
emotional energy into the void beyond the poem’s end as if the speaker, recognizing the 
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hopelessness of his own moment, were willing his words to come true in a place or a time 
outside his own utterance.  Situated within the novel, however, the poem represents the 
pent-up emotional energy of the angry, frustrated workers, an energy that must be 
released before the narrative can resolve.  By this point in the novel, narrative focus has 
shifted almost entirely to Mary, but we catch glimpses of John as he prowls around in the 
background of the marriage plot, carrying the poem on his person and occasionally taking 
it out to re-read it (111).  Like Chekhov’s gun, the poem must be discharged before the 
narrative ends.    
John’s chance appears to come when Manchester workers go on strike and a 
deputation of weavers assembles to present grievances to their employers.  As with the 
“Oldham Weaver,” the poetic ideal is doomed to fail.  Rather than simply refusing to 
listen, the masters appropriate the workers’ representations of their sufferings and return 
their own, parodic version.  As the workers file in to the meeting room, their gaunt, 
haggard appearance forcefully presents their deprivations even before they put forward 
their case verbally.  The owners react by mocking their employees, a response epitomized 
in Harry Carson, the son of one of the mill owners and would-be lover of Mary Barton.  
Harry literally re-presents the workers, sketching a grotesque cartoon of the men and 
labeling it with a quotation from Henry IV.114  Harry then passes the caricature to an 
associate, and soon the image is circulated among the whole cohort.  An ingenious 
perversion of the workers’ poetic self-representation and circulation, the sketch and its 
poetic caption bolster the employers’ sense of difference from their employees, rousing 
not sympathy but derisive amusement. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
114 Gaskell does not give the quotation, but presumably it is Falstaff’s description of conscripted troops in I 
Henry IV, particularly “No eye hath seen such scarecrows” (4.2.38). 
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In one sense, Gaskell now uses the novel’s limitations to advantage.  In the scene 
of confrontation, the ultimate display of workers’ self-representation, she quotes the 
mocking words of the owners but reserves those of the workers, offering us only the 
barest paraphrase.  Our sudden deafness to the workers’ voices shockingly aligns us with 
the owners.  Or rather, after having heard the speakers of “The Oldham Weaver” and 
“God Help the Poor,” we are now able to recognize a deafness that was always there.  On 
the other hand, this second deferral of resolution shows us how close Gaskell’s novel has 
come to resembling the poetry it admits it can never be.  The dejection of the men after 
their meeting with the mill owners echoes John’s dejection after Parliament refused to 
hear his delegation.  The recurrence confronts us with just how little has resolved or 
changed at all over the course of the novel.  If we have failed to notice the poetic form of 
recursion, then Bamford’s refrain slips into the prose to remind us.  After the meeting, 
having discovered Harry’s sketch, the workers marvel that anyone could derive humor 
from the sight of men “whose very hearts within ‘em are so raw and sore as ours were 
and are, God help us” (165).   
Ultimately, the novel must resolve, though, and the failure to communicate with 
mill owners proves to be the “pitch” of John’s narrative.  Workers’ attempts at 
representing themselves before a middle-class audience have been shifting from appeal to 
force, and in the climactic moment of the novel, “God Help the Poor” transforms 
completely from poem to weapon.  In the aftermath of the meeting, the workers draw lots 
(made, in fact, from shreds of Harry’s sketch).  The next day, Harry is found shot to 
death.  A portion of the wadding from the gun is recovered, and proves to be a fragment 
of a card with Samuel Bamford’s poem written on it.   
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Gaskell does not depict the murder, though this piece of non-representation has 
become the focus of readerly attention from 1848 to the present. We have, however, 
overlooked the other un-narrated moment: the moment when John took out his copy of 
“God Help the Poor” and decided to destroy rather than reproduce it; the moment when 
he resigned his faith in the capacity of the poem or any self-representation of the poor to 
displace the masters’ depictions of them.  Tearing the poem takes the text out of 
circulation, and wadding up a fragment re-inscribes it as an object in a new system of 
circulation, the chemical-mechanical process that ultimately forces a bullet into Harry 
Carson’s body.  It feels like reform literature committing suicide: if “God Help the Poor” 
can have no effect other than ballistic, then the best thing the reform-minded reader could 
do with Mary Barton would be to close it, point the binding outward, and bludgeon an 
industrialist to death with it.  There could be no more devastating conclusion.   
 
DEVASTATING CONCLUSIONS 
Mary Barton seems to have done nothing but reiterate the severe limitations of the 
social problem novel and of labor poetry.  “The Oldham Weaver” and “God Help the 
Poor” conveyed the massive scale and unresolved nature of industrial poverty, but could 
secure no audience outside the community that produced them.  On the other hand, once 
Bamford’s poetic representation is destroyed, the novel’s movement toward resolution 
surges forward with redoubled force, drawing to a close the narratives of both John and 
his daughter.  As the text shifted from novelistic to poetic representations, however, the 
novel seems to have adapted its own techniques of asserting the ongoing and wide-scale 
nature of social problems, leaving a text with stunted, insufficient resolutions. 
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The first ending, John’s death, would seem to be a perfect example of the fiction 
of resolution.  Just before committing the murder, John vanishes from the narrative, 
reappearing just long enough to die.  John’s final moments are spent with Harry Caron’s 
father, completing the symmetry of their narratives that belies all the differences that 
drove them to enmity.  John asks Carson Sr. to forgive him for killing his son, an 
admission that demonstrates he has absolved Carson of responsibility for his own son’s 
starvation. The scene, contained in its own paragraph, is hermetically sealed by the last 
line: “So ended the tragedy of a poor man’s life” (321).  However, the resolution is gone 
almost before we take it in.  The following paragraph opens with: “Mary knew nothing 
more for many minutes.  When she recovered consciousness…” (321).  That is, Gaskell 
commits Mary to oblivion so that she can bring her back to life, forcing readers to 
recognize that the trauma and difficulties of John’s life do not end with John.  There 
remains the fear that Carson will reveal John’s identity as the murderer of his son, a point 
that Job and Jem must clear up in the coming chapter.  Moreover, the accusation of 
murder taints Jem’s reputation, and it is his inability to find work that forces him and 
Mary to emigrate from Manchester.  John’s narrative thus resolves, but the problems of 
industrial relations that it represented continue beyond him. 
The second ending draws Mary’s marriage plot to a close, but the resolution 
remains stubbornly individualized.  The final chapter launches us several years into the 
future, showing us Mary and Jem settled in their own home with their first child.  It is 
pleasant, but it does not symbolically unify the working and middle classes.  Gaskell 
would later provide such a union in North and South by marrying an industrialist to a 
woman sympathetic to his workers.  Here, Gaskell raises the possibility of such a 
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marriage in Mary’s flirtation with Harry Carson, but rejects it in favor of a marriage that, 
if anything, symbolically maintains the division between classes.  Primarily, though, the 
flight from Manchester defies the novelistic tendency to position individual domestic 
partnership as synecdoche for social cohesion.  Instead, Mary’s resolution resembles the 
hallucinations that solace Alice Wilson on her deathbed. Though Alice dies in the squalor 
of Manchester, she believes herself to be back the countryside of her youth.  Her fantasy 
leaves her “illuminated” and exuding an “atmosphere of peace” that the narrator notes 
can be described “by no other word” than “glory” (293).  The same fantastic aura 
envelops the novel’s final scene: “I see a long low wooden house with room enough and 
to spare.  The primeval trees are felled and gone for many a mile around […] The glory 
of an Indian summer is over all, making the heart leap…” (339).  The visionary nature of 
“I see…” as well as the otherworldly “glory” and pre-industrial landscape all declare this 
to be a resolution for Mary, but only delusion for the rest of us.  “[T]his is only an escape 
from evils,” complained Gaskell’s friend and fellow novelist Maria Edgeworth, “not a 
remedy nor any tendency to reparation or improvement” (91). If the dual conclusions of 
the novel represent the domestic, romantic, and conventional “subverting” the political, 
industrial, and resistant, then it is a subversion that is too close to the surface to be widely 
effective.  Despite the novel’s endings, the reader will have no resolution but what she 
makes for herself. 
If we do want to pursue resolution, we must look not to Gaskell’s own portion of 
Mary Barton—the novel proper—nor to the poems by Bamford and the anonymous 
weaver, but to the combination of the two.  Structurally, Gaskell offers her text as a 
discursive model.  Many social problem novels take poets as main characters.  Charles 
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Kingsley’s Alton Locke, Tailor and Poet follows the life of Alton, a radical “poet of the 
people” (6) and social reformer who ultimately sees the wisdom of more conservative 
ideologies.  Kingsley acquainted himself with the working-class poets Thomas Cooper 
(whose career parallels Alton’s to an extent) and Gerald Massey, but he quotes only a few 
stray lines of Cooper and none of Massey.  The novel includes three full poems by 
“Alton,” but these are Kingsley’s own compositions and were later republished in 
collections of his poetry.  George Eliot’s Felix Holt is also a portrait of Massey, but 
although the novel is epigraphic, none of its chapter mottoes are drawn from the poet 
himself.  Gaskell could easily have written poetry for her worker characters, as well.  Her 
first published work was a poem entitled “Sketches Among the Poor.  No. 1” and is in 
fact the origin of the character of Alice in Mary Barton.115  Instead of writing as if she 
were a worker, however, Gaskell chose to cede some of her authority over Mary Barton 
by inviting into it the works of two others.  The combination allows the poetry of workers 
to circulate to middle-class readers. 
 
At the beginning of the novel, all the way back in chapter four, when Margaret 
prepares to recite “The Oldham Weaver,” the narrator turns from the scene to address the 
reader.  “Do you know ‘The Oldham Weaver?,’” she asks.  “Not unless you are 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
115 Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine 41, no. 255 (Jan. 1837): 48-50. The poem exploits none of poetry’s 
recursive elements as a means of defying resolution.  It is on the contrary a narrative poem in verse 
paragraphs rather than stanzas and narrates the life of a poor worker who meekly accepts her lot in 
omniscient first-person.  As the title suggests, the poem was intended to be the first of a series representing 
privations among Manchester’s poor, though no other poems were published.  The figure depicted in the 
poem serves as what Gaskell calls the “germ” of Alice Wilson, one of the characters in the novel (Letters, 
48); she also tells Blackwood years after publication that the poem featured “a character whom I 
subsequently introduced into ‘Mary Barton’” (Letters, 417).  There is some confusion as to whether the 
poem was solely Gaskell’s creation or whether she composed it with her husband.  The first reference to it 
in the letters notes that “We” [she and William] had written it.  In the two later letters, however, it is “a 
poem of mine” (Letters, 48) and “My… poem” (Letters, 417). 
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Lancashire born and bred, for it is a complete Lancashire ditty.  I will copy it for you.”  
The poem immediately follows.  This detail reflects Armstrong’s Foucaultian revision of 
Williams’ reading of novelistic realism.  Presenting herself as one who copies and re-
presents details of the lives of the poor, Gaskell claims the position of an ethnographer, 
opening up channels through which the wealthy and empowered can observe the poor 
(170).  If we read this foregrounding of copying in light of the poetic nature of the text, 
though, the act becomes neither a tool for producing sympathy, precisely, nor a means of 
possible control, but rather the opposite.   
Gaskell’s framing of “The Oldham Weaver” as a work copied “for you” demands 
that readers understand the poem not only as a text quoted within the world of the novel 
but also as an object presented to us, a demand she reiterates when narrating Mary’s 
identical act of copying “God Help the Poor” and presenting it to John.  Thus before we 
know the content of the poem, it is pressed upon us as an object distinct from the novel 
text itself.  In the first edition of the novel, “I will copy it for you” is the final phrase at 
the bottom of page 50.  Readers must turn the page to encounter the poem and as we do, 
we literally holds in our hand a sheet of paper containing the lines Gaskell said she would 
copy for us.  What a thing it is that we hold: the poem reiterates much of the suffering we 
see in the novel proper but does so in a mode of representation that forbids us from 
feeling that the suffering is contained or resolved.  Moreover, as the novel progresses, 
revealing the network of poetic circulation, we recognize still more clearly the 
responsibility we have incurred.  When John tears apart his copy of “God Help the Poor,” 
and simultaneously fades from the narrative, he does not end the poem’s circulation 
because the reader has already superseded him.  That reader must either rearticulate it—
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the poem itself, the ongoing and mass problems it represents, or the demand it makes for 
workers’ self-representation to be acknowledged—or we must recognize our kinship with 
those who oppose and pervert that poetic utterance and circulation.  Harry Carson, for 
example.	  
 This is not to say that Mary Barton intends to invert the novel’s fundamental 
privileging and empowering the middle-class reader, any more than it intends to replace 
the literary market in which the novel exists with free, person-to-person exchange of 
manually copied poems.  On the contrary, Mary Barton subverts genre, and ideology, 
from within.  Samuel Bamford, whom Gaskell knew personally, wrote to Gaskell after 
the publication of Mary Barton: “You have drawn a fearfully true picture… and placed 
[it] on the tables of the drawing-rooms of the great” (405).  He modestly refrains from 
pointing out that to place Mary Barton within reach of the great is also to place his poem 
there.  
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4. Losing Her Margin: 
Poetic Temporality in Tess of the D’Urbervilles 
 
 
“She’s brim full of poetry—actualized poetry” 
–Angel Clare, of Tess Durbeyfield116 
 
 
 Thomas Hardy’s novels, like Hardy’s heroine Tess Durbeyfield, are “brim full of 
poetry.”  They contain more poetic quotations, according to William Morgan, than the 
works of any other Victorian novelist.117  Hardy also describes himself as, like Tess, 
inherently poetic.  Though an "unreasoning... poetic tendency" controlled his nature, 
chance and economic constraints forced him to sublimate his poetic drive into novel 
writing, the “mere journeywork” of literature.118  The striking element in both these 
accounts of Hardy is the clear separation between the two genres in which he worked.  
When he did write novels, Hardy’s haphazard choice of quotations made poetry 
conspicuous in its irrelevance.  When, after the controversial publications of Tess of the 
D’Urbervilles and Jude the Obscure, Hardy abandoned novel writing for verse 
composition, the shift was apparently defiant and complete.   
 The idea of Hardy’s oeuvre as a case study in radical generic difference119 is both 
productive and misleading.  Hardy was indeed keenly aware of the differences between 
poetry and the novel, including the representational capacities of prose in comparison to 
verse, as well as the expectations of a novel-reading public versus those of poetry 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
116 Tess of the D’Urbervilles. Edited by Tim Dolin. (London: Penguin, 2003), 164. 
 
117 Morgan, “‘As near to poetry... as conditions would allow’: the Presence of the Poet in Hardy's Novels,” 
in The Achievements of Thomas Hardy, ed. Phillip Mallett (London: Macmillan, 2000), 72-94, at 74.  
 
118 Florence Emily Hardy, ed., The Life of Thomas Hardy (Hamden, CT: Archon, 1970), 384, 189. 
 
119 In his review of Hardy’s prose oeuvre, W. P. Trent describes Hardy as if he had two distinct authors 
fighting for supremacy within him, one the “realist” of tragic narratives, the other the “poet and idealist” 
who painted the beautiful scenes of Wessex. Trent, The Sewanee Review 1, no. 1 (Nov 1892): 53-55, at 54. 
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consumers.  On the other hand, Hardy constantly undermines his account of his career as 
a simple binary shift.  His was “prose of a poetical kind,” and he “aimed at keeping his 
narratives… as near to poetry in their subject as the conditions would allow.”120  Hardy’s 
novels themselves accord much better with this definition of genre boundaries as 
permeable, and the late novels in particular engage with poetic form in ways much more 
complicated than mere quotation of poems.  In particular, Hardy’s novels adapt a 
rhythmic, poetic temporality that disrupts and momentarily overwhelms the temporal 
progression of narrative. 
The question of divergent or interfering temporalities is particularly important in 
Tess of the D’Urbervilles, in which Tess seems to be trapped in an interlocking series of 
narrative events that drive her toward a miserable and premature death.  And yet, even as 
she is swept along by the insistent narrative trajectory, Tess somehow seems to stand 
outside of it.  In our first glimpse of Tess we are told that, “for all her bouncing handsome 
womanliness, you could sometimes see her twelfth year in her cheeks, or her ninth 
sparkling from her eyes; and even her fifth would flit over the curves of her mouth now 
and then” (18).  Our primary understanding of novel’s protagonist is as a figure in whom 
the constant progression of the years falters. 
In this chapter I will examine Hardy’s novelistic adaptation of poetic temporality.  
By invoking the eternal present of lyric verse, Hardy interrupts the temporal thrust of his 
fallen woman narrative, and defies the ideologies of` that narrative progress.  My 
examination will focus on a series of descriptive passages in Tess that early readers 
almost unanimously defined as “poetic.”  These prose scenes can describe lyric 
temporality, I will argue, but they cannot produce it.  Within the world of the novel, Tess 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
120 The Life of Thomas Hardy, 299, 91. 
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utters poetry and in the most literal way possible, embodies its recursive temporality.  
Hardy refuses to quote the poetry, however, leaving his novel readers ever outside the 
eternal present. 
 
When first published, Tess of the D’Urbervilles elicited vehement critical 
disagreement.  This controversy over the novel’s moral and political arguments has 
obscured a critical consensus on the novel’s form.  Regardless of their overall appraisals 
of the novel, reviewers universally praised Hardy’s famous descriptions of the Wessex 
countryside.  Both camps in fact identified the same few passages—Tess at the top of the 
Valley of the Great Dairies, Tess laboring in a field, Tess milking cows at Talbothay’s 
dairy—as particularly powerful, rich, and uplifting.  Margaret Oliphant, for example, held 
nothing back in her sharp critique of what she found to be an overwhelmingly pessimistic 
and immoral novel.  Nonetheless, she noted: “We feel inclined to embrace Mr. Hardy, 
though we are not fond of him, in pure satisfaction with the good brown soil and the 
substantial flesh and blood, the cows, and the mangel-wurzel, and the hard labour of the 
fields—which he has made us smell and see” (465).  Oliphant’s emphasis on the sensory 
details of the natural descriptions is representative, as is her insistence on the fundamental 
difference between these descriptive passages and the novel’s overall ideology and 
emotional tone.  Oliphant could adore Hardy’s flesh and fields because they struck her as 
being “independent of all [the] didactic intentions” that offended her (466).  Other 
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reviewers similarly contrasted the “painful moral,” the “extremely disagreeable story,” 
and the “terrible dreariness of this tale” to the idyllic descriptions.121  
This distinction is maintained with equal sharpness in reviews that admired Tess.  
Clementina Black fervently commends Tess as a brave exposure of oppressive sexual 
mores and empty moral platitudes.  She also praises the same descriptive passages that 
the novel’s detractors do, arguing that the “wholesome life on the dairy farm, the 
wonderful pictures of changing aspects and seasons, the descriptions of three or four 
solitary walks, remain with us like bits of personal experience” (50).  However, 
impressive as she finds them, Black is careful to note that the descriptions “are not the 
essence of the book” (50).  It is rather the sequences of events, the claim that a woman’s 
character should be measured by “the whole aim and tendency of her life,” that is the 
book’s essence (50).  Evocative and enduring as they are, the descriptions constitute the 
“background” to the novel’s moral and political arguments (50).   
 In these distinctions, critics note that the descriptive scenes are “something very 
different,” in Oliphant’s words (172), not only from the narrative’s moral but from the 
flow of narrative itself.  Identifying the scenes as “pictures,” “images,” “moments,” and 
similar atemporal figures,122 reviewers suggest they stand outside the fallen woman plot 
in which Tess hurtles through ever more painful events to meet her premature death.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
121 Richard le Gallienne in the Star (23 Dec. 1891), 178-80, at 178; Mowbray Morris, “Culture and 
Anarchy,” Quarterly Review clxxiv (1892): 319-26, at 320; “Novels,” Saturday Review (16 Jan. 1892), 73-
74, at 74. 
 
122 Respectively: Clementina Black, Illustrated London News 100 (1892), 50; R. H. Hutton, Spectator 23 
Jan 1892, 121-22, at 122; anonymous, Athenaeum (9 Jan 1892), 49-50, at 49. 
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Defying the thrust of the narrative, these moments “break the tense thread of action,” as 
W. P. Trent put it.123 
 Finally, these scenes appeared so distinct from the rest of the novel that critics 
consistently placed them under a different generic heading altogether: they referred to 
them as “poetic.”124  In this case, I agree with Mill: “Where everyone feels a difference, a 
difference there must be,” and here the difference between poetic and non-poetic is 
temporal.  The events through which Tess suffers unfold in the linear time of narrative.  
The beloved descriptions, however, are separate from narrative time and are “poetic” in 
that they aspire to the frozen moment of lyric.  One of the most fundamental elements of 
both poetry and the novel as genres is the way in which each is shaped by its 
representation of time.  In his comparative study, Genres in Discourse, Tzvetan Todorov 
argues that the treatment of time constitutes an “organizing” device in poetry and the 
novel.  As a novel must represent a coherent narrative, it is organized as a series of 
different events, in which each moment is derived from the previous one and will give 
rise to the following one.  It is a structure that makes legible “the unfolding of an action, 
change, difference” (28).  Poetry, even when it represents different events, is organized 
primarily by forms of repetition.  Syllables repeat in a given order to form lines and lines 
repeat to form stanzas, and these repetitions in turn make possible the sonic repetitions of 
rhyme.  To borrow Northrop Frye’s terms, prose is a continuous form while poetry is a 
recurrent one (308).   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
123 The Sewanee Review, 54. 
 
124 William Watson points out the “poetic traits” visible in Hardy’s depictions of nature, Academy 41 
(1892), 125-6, at 125; Andrew Lang calls Tess “a most poetical” character” and admits “the poetry and 
beauty and economic value of its rural descriptions” in “A Rejoinder,” Longman’s Magazine 21 (1892), 
100; and Oliphant admires the “idyllic” descriptions that stand out against the “mean prose” of the rest of 
the text, Blackwood’s Magazine cli (March 1892), 464-74, at 471. 
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When juxtaposed, recurrent form breaks down continuous time.  That is, if 
experience is articulated as a continuous stream, then the passage of time is perceptible 
through the constant “unfolding” of actions and changes.  If experience is articulated as a 
series of discrete units—lines or metric feet—then our ability to sense the passage of time 
depends completely on the changing content.  The content of poetic units (words and 
letter sounds) changes, but this is always in some degree of tension with the repetition of 
structure.  The process of reading of course unfolds in time, but it is time that is 
structured by the repeated sounds and lines of the poem.  Each measure of time thus 
resembles the previous one, and the aesthetic structure of the work is impressed on the 
real time of the reading.  The underlying sameness creates a sense of timelessness and, as 
Suzanne Bernard argues, a sense of unity: everything we take in over the time of reading 
appears to exist simultaneously, as if all the speaker’s utterance had reached our 
comprehension in a single moment (442).  As Hardy would say, we experience “brim-
fulness.”125 
 In the “poetic” moments in his novel, Hardy aspires to the temporal and 
conceptual unity that poetry achieves through verse.  His descriptions are, I will argue, 
overabundant in sensory detail, creating a totality that swallows up narrative.  Moreover, 
Hardy locates these moments of “brim-fulness” in the interstices of narrative, suspending 
the progression of the fallen woman plot.  These moments are not, however, perfect 
retreats from the painful narrative.  Though the characters involved experience only the 
atemporal moment, readers can never escape the prose that presents the scenes to us.  
Instead, these moments inflict on readers a dual consciousness as we watch characters 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
125 The narrator remarks: “The brim-fulness of her nature breathed from [Tess]” (222). 
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experience lyric time but remain aware that the narrative will not be suspended 
indefinitely.  
 
One of the most striking elements of the poetic moments is where they fall within 
the narrative.  The story of Tess Durbeyfield’s life follows the typical fallen woman 
narrative, in which the female protagonist commits a sexual transgression that launches 
her swift descent.  For Tess, one painful event leads to a still more painful one, forming 
what Joseph Allen Boone calls a “trajector[y] of doom” (99).  Hardy maps Tess’s 
narrative progression onto the geography of Wessex.  Each major event in her life occurs 
in a particular town and after each tragic event, Tess uproots herself and journeys to a 
different part of the countryside, and the new town becomes the setting of her next 
catastrophe. 
Hardy’s famous descriptive passages play no role in this tendency.  On the 
contrary, they take place in the blank spaces of the Wessex map, in between one point 
and the next.  Positioned thus, they interject moments of pause that suspend the relentless 
linear progress of narrative time.  Though Hardy’s narrator and characters often speak of 
this phenomenon of non-narrative time as "reverie" or "suspension” (10, 127, 146), they 
are in fact the opposite of narrative suspense.  Suspense occurs when a pause is 
introduced just before a climax in the plot, and thus actually increases a reader’s desire 
for narrative continuation.  In contrast, Hardy's suspensions hold up narrative progress at 
profoundly unexciting moments.  Usually, we have no suspicion of what will happen in 
the near future, and if we do it is nothing to excite us: Tess will return home from a 
dance, enter a dairy, or go to strain milk.   
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 Into these narrative gaps, Hardy inserts long, vivid descriptions of the natural 
world.  Description, even when not dilating non-narrative moments, presents a challenge 
to narrative temporality.  As Roland Barthes argues, description is “purely summatory,” 
an atemporal structure that “does not contain the trajectory of choices and alternatives 
which gives narration the appearance of a huge traffic-control center.”126  Novelists 
therefore must find ways to “recover” descriptive passages by requiring them to perform 
the double role of signifying but also indicating some aspect of narrative progress or the 
characters who embody that progress.  The description of a domestic interior might, for 
example, double as a marker of its owner’s social class or moral outlook.  Hardy stoutly 
refuses to “recover” his descriptions into narrative time.  As Linda Shires has 
demonstrates, he infuses his landscape descriptions with conflicting values that defy 
coherent readings, depicting the landscape as at once welcoming and threatening, for 
example.127     
 Moreover, Hardy lures readers into expecting his nature descriptions to operate as 
narrative structures before frustrating this expectation.  When, for example, Tess returns 
to her home from the D’Urberville estate, after she has been raped or seduced by Alec, 
she takes comfort in long walks through the countryside.  Following convention, the 
passage of Tess’s wanderings in the landscape is designed to reveal her thoughts and 
feelings: we are told she has been “wearing and wasting her palpitating heart with every 
engine of regret that lonely inexperience could devise” (90-91), a plea for us to 
understand and perhaps even identify with her internal struggles.  Contrary to convention, 
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127 Shires, “The Radical Aesthetic of Tess of the d'Urbervilles,” in The Cambridge Companion to Thomas 
Hardy, ed. Dale Kramer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 145-63, at 150. 
179	  
however, the world remains solidly itself.  “[T]he trees were just as green as before; the 
birds still sang and the sun shone as clearly now as ever.  The familiar surroundings had 
not darkened because of her grief, nor sickened because of her pain” (91). The descriptive 
passages will not be subsumed into Tess’s narrative, just as the world will not be 
subsumed into Tess herself.    
 Instead of being recovered into narrative time, Hardy’s descriptions are 
expansively, exuberantly “summatory,” their summations, in fact, tending toward the 
infinite.  The most extensive of Hardy’s descriptive scenes spans the entire first chapter 
of the Phase the Third.  Phase the Third opens with the narrator pointing out that Tess is 
now leaving her home for the second time, thus setting the plot in motion.  She travels for 
a page or two, finally reaching the outskirts of her destination: the Valley of the Great 
Dairies.  Rather than descending to the dairy where the next phase of Tess’s story will 
unfold, we pause on this geographical threshold as the narrator lays before us a long 
description of the scene.  The liminal nature of this moment is underscored by the 
descriptive technique.  Tess has just come from another valley, the Vale of Little Dairies, 
and much depiction in the chapter takes the form of comparison between the two.  The 
Valley of the Great Dairies is, as its name suggests, is more expansive than Tess’s home 
vale.  The farms in the new valley “numbered fifty acres instead of ten” and “the groups 
of cattle formed tribes here about; there only families” (102).  If the new valley was “not 
so luxuriantly beautiful… as that other one which she knew so well,” it was at least 
“more cheering” (103).  Even the species of aquatic plant is different: “There the water-
flower was the lily; the crowfoot here” (103).  This comparative structure suggests the 
motion of someone looking backward to the Vale of Little Dairies and forward toward 
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the Valley of the Great Dairies into which Tess has not yet entered, implying Tess’s 
intermediate position.  Indeed we eventually learn that Tess had ceased in her progression 
and “stood still” throughout the description (105). 
Tess’s lack of motion becomes an analogue for the sense of timelessness infused 
into the description.  If we follow the arguments of Todorov and Bernard, that the poetic 
is defined as an aesthetic unity or fullness, then we must surely take Hardy’s valley to be 
a prime example.  The place—the moment—offers itself to the beholder through a broad 
range of sensory details, including the rich smell of the soil, the voices of the breeze, the 
thickness of the air, and the precise color of the moss, and these sensations are not just 
abundant but overabundant, even to the point of overwhelming the observer.  As we take 
in the cows’ “large-veined udders [that] hung ponderous as sandbags” (106), we may 
sense something of that over-abundance ourselves in the intensity of the valley’s light 
and color: “The ripe hue of the red and dun kine absorbed the evening sunlight, which the 
white-coated animals returned to the eye in rays almost dazzling, even at that distant 
elevation” (103).  Something so dull as cowhide can in this moment strike the eye with 
near-blinding force. 
As well as stimulating all senses, the vista is expansive.  Tess’s and the reader’s 
vantage point at the summit of the valley gives a “bird’s-eye perspective” (104).  Once 
and again the described area surpasses what the eye can encompass, first in the form of 
the “myriads of cows stretching under her eyes from the far east to the far west [that] 
outnumbered any she had ever seen at one glance before” (102), and then later when she 
shifts to a lower plateau that “stretched to the east and west as far as the eye could reach” 
(105).  The narrator claims that that “world was drawn to a larger pattern here” (102), and 
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indeed his descriptions appear to offer us the entirety of existence.  In contrast to 
narrative, the valley elicits no desire to move beyond the present.   
 I do not mean to suggest that an atmosphere of sheer joy pervades this expansive 
description.  Rather, the plentitude offered suggests a sensory immersion both exciting 
and potentially devouring.  The fertility of the valley, so vividly rendered in the image of 
the swollen udders, wavers at the point of suggesting painful expansion, as does the light 
that dazzles.  At such points, the valley hints at a power to overwhelm, resembling the 
muddy bed of the local stream “into which,” the narrator notes, “the incautious wader 
might sink and vanish unawares” (103).  
 Tess, when our attention finally returns to her, does indeed seem to have sunken 
into the expanse.  As our vision of the landscape expands, Tess necessarily decreases 
proportionally.  At the heart of the valley scene, the narrator gives us the image of Tess 
standing on an “expanse of verdant flatness, like a fly on a billiard-table of indefinite 
length, and of no more consequence to the surroundings than the fly” (105).  Tess is in 
this moment not a protagonist in the conventional sense but a mathematical abstraction: 
as the green plane extends further and further, Tess shrinks to a single point; and as the 
description approaches the infinite, the Tess and her narrative approach nothingness.   
 For Tess, the attenuation of self is blissful.  Having absorbed the sensory 
plentitude, she and the environment form a single “photosphere” in which “her hopes 
mingled with the sunshine” (103).  She grows more and more engrossed until the 
“irresistible, universal, automatic tendency to find sweet pleasure somewhere, which 
pervades all life, from the meanest to the highest… at length mastered Tess” (103).  
Although the idea of being “mastered” carries chilling echoes of earlier, painful moments 
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of powerlessness,128 the present moment is one of willed submission.  Tess is replete, 
“full of the zest of life” (102), no longer on her way somewhere, for the very idea of 
anything beyond this ceases to make sense. 
 At this moment of lyric timelessness, the prose narrative almost gives way 
completely to poetry as Tess, in “half-unconscious rhapsody,” breaks into a series of 
ballads and other songs (104).  The narrator, that is, describes Tess’s action of singing, 
and even quotes a few clusters of words from one of her songs, but not enough to 
establish a coherent meter.  We see Tess break into poetry, but that poetry remains 
inaccessible to us.  This is the limit of what the novel can achieve in its adaptations of 
poetic temporality.  The ponderous summation of sensory detail and the careful 
positioning of that summation in a narrative gap bring the novel “as near to poetry as… 
conditions would allow.”  Yet, the passage is still in prose that constructs no recursive 
temporal pattern, and is spoken by the narrator with no suggestion of the apostrophic to 
mark this as discursive rather than narrative time.129  Tess can begin to cede her 
consciousness of narrative as she is incorporated into the infinite moment, but readers 
maintain a dual consciousness: we can sense the lyric moment, but simultaneously know 
that we are still located in a novel whose narrative will reassert itself sooner or later.  As 
the narrative progresses and Tess’s sufferings increase, our desire to remain in these 
suspended moments, as well as our awareness of the futility of that desire, only increase.   
Only meter, and the recursive forms it engenders, can give readers the experience 
that we watch Tess have in the Valley of the Great Dairies.  The few lines of Tess’s 
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ballad that make their way to the reader are not enough to significantly challenge the 
narrative’s linear time, but they do give us a flicker of what this recursive temporality 
looks like.  This sensation—feeling the pulse of poetry for just a moment—occurs 
continually throughout the novel.  Hardy quotes a great deal of poetry in his novels, even 
by Victorian novelists’ standards.  Each time he does so, the same sudden flicker bursts 
out of the prose, disrupting our progress through the narrative for a maddeningly brief 
moment.  Again and again, the poetic quotations force on the reader’s notice the 
existence of a temporality that we can cognitively understand, but that we cannot, while 
we are novel readers, inhabit.  Below, I will discuss the culmination of these poetic pulses 
in scenes of embodied poetry.  First, though, I want to examine the disruptive effect each 
little moment has on the narrative. 
 As I noted above, Hardy quotes poetry in his novels in a manner that seems more 
obsessive than deliberate.  These quotations tend to be quite short, to be tossed off 
casually by characters or narrators, and to have little connection to the events or themes 
of the novels generally.  The result is confusing: the volume of quotation suggests that 
Hardy finds poetry of some particular importance (he almost never quotes prose), but the 
haphazard choice of poems from which he quotes suggests carelessness.  Barbara Hardy 
summarizes most critical responses when she claims that Hardy’s “name-or-quote-
dropping” is tantamount to a bad habit (55).  Plucking out snippets of poems without 
regard to their original context strikes Barbara Hardy as bizarrely disrespectful of the 
integrity of individual poems.  Hardy worryingly “treats sources as repositories to be 
rifled rather than texts to be respected” (71).  At the same time, he shows a similar lack of 
respect for the coherence of his own novels when he inserts bits of poetry seemingly at 
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random.  A few casual snippets might not jar a reader, but Hardy’s reflexive quoting is so 
common that it “distract[s]” from the narrative (55, 56).  Barbara Hardy thus ultimately 
focuses on only those few quotations that have been smoothly “integrated with the flow 
of feeling, neatly introduced… and firmly concluded” (56). 
Recently, William Morgan has challenged this account of Hardy’s peculiar poetic 
quotation by focusing specifically on the genre difference they introduce into the novel.  
Barbara Hardy examines quotations as pieces of “texts” rather than poems, and in setting 
aside distinctions between prose and verse, she has focused largely on the content of the 
quotations.  Morgan instead considers the quotations as parts of an overall poetic 
presence and has carefully counted and categorized the poetic quotations that had been 
overlooked.  His studies emphasize the ways in which Hardy’s prolific use of poetry 
serves the “traditional ends of fiction” (82), for example deepening characterization by 
revealing with unique clarity what a character is thinking or feeling, or enhancing the 
overall aesthetic of a scene by adding a layer of verbal complexity.   
Both of these accounts are necessary to understanding Hardy’s poetic quotation 
generally, and in Tess particularly.  The volume and scope of poetic quotation in Tess 
demand recognition.  There are thirty-six quotations of poetry in Tess (excluding 
references to poems or poets and paraphrases of poems), which is roughly one poetic 
utterance every one-and-a-half chapters, or one almost every ten pages in my edition.  In 
addition, poetry is dispersed everywhere across the text.  It is in the mouths of characters: 
rustics sing in ballad stanzas, Alec woos in the words of Milton, Angel moralizes in the 
words of Horace.  It is in the mouth of the narrator, who quotes Swinburne reverently and 
Wordsworth in bitter irony.  Poetry even insinuates itself into the strange, intermediate 
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space between character and narrator.  Several instances of free indirect discourse in Tess 
include poetic quotation, which is particularly odd given the infrequency of Hardy’s use 
of this technique. 
  However, Barbara Hardy’s observation—that few of these poetic snippets bear 
any significant correlation to the novels in which they are quoted—cannot be denied.  I 
would argue, in fact, that Tess in particular exemplifies the “distract[ing]” nature of 
Hardy’s poetic quotation while offering few instances in which poetry advances the 
development of character or theme.  Drawing the two accounts together, I would argue 
that Hardy’s poetic quotation constitutes a continual disruption of narrative, but a 
purposeful disruption and one that directs our attention primarily to poetic form rather 
than content.  Specifically, the sporadic, brief, but numerous intrusions of poetry into the 
novel arrest readers’ attention, draw them momentarily into the recursive patterns of 
verse, and return them to narrative continuity so that they are forced to move along with 
the narrative having felt the momentary throb of poetry. 
Of the thirty-six poetic quotations, thirteen are indented and blocked off from the 
surrounding prose.  These announce their generic difference clearly, floating in the 
surrounding blank space of the page and contrasting to the surrounding prose with their 
discontinuous lines.  They seem to demand a different from of reading than the 
surrounding prose, and indeed Hardy will compound this assertion of difference by 
highlighting the rhythmic pattern of verse over its content.  A full stanza of In 
Memoriam, for example, breaks into Angel’s mind.  The content of the quotation has 
only a thin connection to the scene of the novel into which it is inserted, but Hardy 
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sweeps aside even this small bridge of continuity by noting that Angel found the lines 
“less honest than musical” (172).   
The poetic quotations interrupt the flow of the reader’s comprehension, impeding 
narrative progress.  This is dramatically demonstrated when poetic quotations appear in 
the middle of prose sentences.  An examination of Angel breaks off while the narrator 
embarks on a long, rambling quotation of Whitman, leaving the subject dangling above 
and the verb waiting below (153).  In another passage, four lines of Browning appear 
ostensibly to finish the end of the narrator’s sentence: Angel’s father was  
one who could 
 Indeed opine 
That the Eternal and Divine 
Did, eighteen centuries ago 
In very truth… 
Angel’s father tried argument, persuasion, entreaty... (115) 
 
The framing of the quotation establishes the expectation that the poetry will complete the 
narrator’s thought.  Instead, it simply leaves a blank spot as the mark of its disruption and 
intrusion.   
Poetic quotations puncture narrative continuity, disrupting both our process of 
making sense, and the narrative progression.  The recursive temporality they embody 
lasts only a moment—only long enough to show us what we are missing.  In one 
instance, the poetic rhythm intrudes on the prose of the narrative.  When Tess attempts to 
pray for relief from what she feels to be a dangerous love for Angel, the narrator notes, 
“She was conscious of the notion expressed by Friar Lawrence, ‘These violent delights 
have violent ends.’  It might be too desperate for human conditions—too rank, to wild, 
too deadly” (214).  Where the poetry has come from is indeterminate: it seems unlikely 
that Tess could quote Romeo and Juliet, and yet she is somehow conscious of the notion 
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expressed by the line of verse.  In this moment of questionable agency, the meter spills 
over from Shakespeare’s language into Hardy’s “too rank, too wild, too deadly”.   
 The disruptive force of the quoted poetry is immense and has a great effect on the 
reader trying to make her way through the unfolding narrative.  Poetry enacts a parallel 
force on the novel’s characters, intruding itself into their minds and their mouths with a 
strength that resembles autonomy.  We have already seen Tess break into ballads amid 
overwhelming sensory experience.  The less rosy version of this poetic force can be seen 
in the scenes in which ballads from her past spring into her mind to taunt her, as when 
she examines her wedding gown: “and then there came into her head her mother’s ballad 
of the mystic robe…” (206), that is, a robe that changes color if the wearer is not a virgin.  
The ballad is a terrifying one to Tess, one that appears seemingly of its own accord, as 
“[s]ince she had been at the dairy she had not once thought of the lines till now” (206).  
Angel, too, is subject to the force of poetry.  Admiring Tess, he finds that her lips and 
teeth “forced upon his mind with such persistent iteration the old Elizabethan simile of 
roses filled with snow” (151).  Like these poems that burst of their own accord into 
characters’ minds, Hardy’s poetic quotations force themselves on readers, allowing us to 
experience the sense of disruption and force that characters feel. 
Hardy gives us expanded versions of these brief poetic pulses in his scenes 
depicting people at labor.   This is the second set of moments Hardy’s early reviewers 
identified as “poetic”: Tess milking cows, Tess harvesting grain.  Like the scene in the 
Valley of the Great Dairies, these scenes involve poetic utterance that is withheld from 
the reader.  Unlike the valley scene, however, the absent poetry in the labor scenes is 
palpable to us to the extent that its meter is conveyed through the act of labor.  We watch 
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the effect of this recursive time on the laboring character, as it decomposes her sense of 
time into an indefinite series of identical moments.  Prose in these scenes strains toward 
the poetic, and narrative fades in the face of the eternal present.  
 
LYRIC LABOR 
Labor in Hardy’s novels is rhythmic.  Turning soil, milking a cow, chopping roots 
off vegetables: all consist of a set of simple actions repeated over a long period of time—
so long, in fact, that the laborer loses her ability to perceive the passage of time.  Labor in 
Hardy’s novels is also explicitly poetic.  Characters constantly sing or recite poetry as 
they work, matching the tempo of their movements to the poem’s meter.  In this way, 
workers literally embody the recursive temporality of poetry, and Hardy’s prose 
descriptions of them signify that temporality without performing it.  The poetry of 
laborers is, with one exception, never quoted.  Thus these are not precisely poetic scenes, 
but moments in which readers watch the effects of poetry without experiencing them.  
Because it consists of intense rhythms, Hardy’s field and dairy labor is distinctly 
non-narrative.  In her study of phenomena that “resist representation,” Elaine Scarry 
argues that to represent labor, Hardy adapts techniques from visual arts that have a long 
history and a clear set of techniques for presenting repetitive actions and frozen 
moments.130  Presenting a given laborer in multiple still images throughout the text, 
Hardy creates a continual visual “rhythm” similar to that of repeated figures in Jean-
François Millet’s paintings of reapers and other field workers (59).  Scarry further argues 
that Hardy depicts laborers as inseparable from the labor they perform, as the materials 
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they use and actions they perform have lasting effects on their bodies.  Labor is thus 
continually brought before the reader’s eyes in the form of character, long after the 
depiction of that labor has ended (68).   
Like the visual arts, poetry lends itself to the temporal paradox of identical 
repetition.  Verse form divides time into a series of formally identical units, producing a 
sensation similar to the “mechanical regularity” (285) and the “clock-like monotony” 
(88) of manual labor.  That repetition divides the continuous flow of time into units, each 
unit indistinguishable from the one before and the one after.  Such scenes defy narrative.  
The linear progress of time disintegrates into lists of actions conveyed in continuous verb 
forms.  In two sentences of reaping work, for example, we get: “patting their tips… 
stooping low… gathering the corn… pushing her left gloved hand… holding the corn” 
(88).  Similarly, temporal markers are reiterated through passages, as in the paragraph 
about working through a rain shower: the rain pelted them “till they were wet through”; 
“Tess had not know till now” what it was to be wet; they work “till the leaden light 
diminishes” (286).  These scenes create self-contained envelopes of timelessness that 
stand outside narrative progression. 
We are confronted with such a moment in the early pages of the novel.  Tess is 
returning home from a dance when she hears a series of “rhythmic sounds” (19).  She 
knows the origins of the sounds before she reaches home: they are the “regular series of 
thumpings… occasioned by the violent rocking of a cradle upon a stone floor, to which 
movement a feminine voice kept time by singing, in a vigorous gallopade, the favorite 
ditty of ‘The Spotted Cow’” (19).  Tess, reaching the door to her home, is brought short 
as she “paused upon the mat within it, surveying the scene” (19).  Framed by the open 
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doorway is Tess’s mother Joan, standing on one foot, rocking the baby’s cradle with the 
other, and using her upper body to scrub laundry in a tub.  The rhythm of her ballad 
passes outward from her lips but also travels throughout her body governing the chores 
she performs and the objects they involve.  The rhythm flows through her arms as she 
scrubs, sending water droplets flying from her elbows.  It passes through the cradle, 
which hits the flags of the floor with a corresponding “nick-knock, nick-knock” beat.  It 
encompassed the child in the cradle who is launched back and forth like a weaver’s 
shuttle.  And finally, the vibrations spread from cradle and floor to the candle that 
illuminates the room, sending its flame "jigging up and down” (19). 
 Everything in this space exists in palpably recursive temporality.  Tub and cradle, 
fire and water, objects and bodies and the light by which they are seen: all make up a 
single, pulsing world.  The near-perfect repetition of actions and sounds divides time into 
a series of identical units, as metric pattern divides a line of poetry into formally identical 
feet.  Each unit is the same—each knock of the cradle or plunge of clothing into the tub is 
identical to the last and identical to the next, creating a space in which future and past and 
present are indistinguishable.  Moreover, nothing in the scene implies an internal limit to 
the sequence, as if the throbbing timelessness would have expanded infinitely if Tess had 
not interrupted. 
Standing in the prose narrative looking in on the poetic moment, we realize that 
the laundry supply is finite, and that the Durbeyfield infant will mercifully not be rocked 
for all eternity.  However, for Joan, who is completely encompassed within the poetic 
rhythm, the eternal present is all that exists.  Hardy in this one instance quotes from 
Joan’s ballad, allowing us to step into the rhythmic temporality for the fleeting moment it 
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takes us to read the lines.  In this first, demonstrative scene, it helps us understand the 
manner in which the rhythm articulated in a poetic text can be embodied and then 
expanded throughout an environment. As the motion of the narrative resumes its forward 
thrust, we realize the particular truth in Hardy’s statement that Joan had “kept time” (19) 
with her poetic labor. 
The revelation of Joan suspended in her rhythmic labor prepares us for later 
scenes in which, rather than happening upon someone already entranced, we watch as 
Tess migrates from narrative into poetic time.  When Tess is called back to her family 
home to attend her ill mother, for example, outdoor labor relieves the oppression of home 
life.  Returning to her parents requires Tess to leave Talbothay’s Dairy and return to the 
scene of so many traumas of her early life.  Reminders of past moments in her narrative 
(her father’s obsession with distant relations that led to her rape/seduction by Alec; the 
birth and death of her child), as well as a potential future (Alec has been hounding her to 
return to him), weigh on Tess.  For relief, Tess turns to her family’s allotment-plot, which 
needs to be prepared for planting.  The work is demanding, but all the better: “Violent 
motion relieved thought” (111).  The process begins at six o’clock, the narrator notes, 
positioning us at a definite point in time, but it “extended indefinitely into the dusk or 
moonlight.  Just now heaps of dead weeds and refuse were burning…” (111).  The shift 
from simple past tense to the present of “Just now” and the continuous “were burning” 
draws us into that extended moment.   
Unlike Joan’s domestic labor, Tess’s work on the plot has no clear spatial borders.  
The envelope produced by her rhythmic labor expands to the edges of her consciousness.  
The work itself consists of Tess thrusting a fork into the earth and heaving out the soil, 
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then casting any weeds she finds into a fire.  The rhythm of the innumerable motions is 
audible in the noise of the fork’s tines hitting clods of earth, and visible in the bursts of 
light as the weeds are cast into the fire.  In turn, as the fire surges and then dies down, its 
smoke billows and then disperses, and the faces of the laborers are suddenly lit before 
being swallowed back into the darkness.  Night gradually falls, but only the reader can 
perceive this change.  We stand outside the rhythm.  Though the narrator tells us that 
Tess sings a ballad as she works, he does not quote it.  Instead, our access to the meter, 
and the temporality it produces, is mediated through the prose description.  For a 
moment, the narrator draws us away from the unity of the scene, turning to note that a 
handful of stars are appearing in the sky and that a lone dog barked somewhere in the 
distance (347).  On the one hand, this turning away reveals to us only a void, made all the 
more palpable by the tiny dots and single voice.  Nothing else appears to exist for us 
beyond the turning and turning of the labor.  On the other hand, the very fact that we can 
see the boundaries at all, that we can be conscious of ourselves in relation to the scene, 
marks our difference from Tess and the other laborers, who have no consciousness of the 
infinite moment in which they are locked.  “Still the prongs continued” (347), the narrator 
tells us as we glance back to the laborers, encapsulating the paradox of continuous 
movement generating stillness.  But without the actual text of Tess’s ballad, the poem in 
which the rhythm originates, we will always be outside the infinite moment.  Even as we 
watch Tess experience poetic timelessness, we maintain our sense that this is only a 
suspension and that the narrative temporality that will inevitably reclaim her.  When 
Alec’s figure is suddenly revealed in a flare of firelight, Tess is jarred out of her reverie 
by the “unexpectedness of his presence” (348).  For the reader, the return of the narrative, 
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in the person of the seducer, might feel abrupt but it will not be unexpected.  The state of 
merging into an eternal present, of being lost to the concept of temporal progression, is 
only available to Tess. 
 Another way to understand this unity, though, is as a loss of self.  The actions of 
labor intertwine laborer, tools, objects, environment—everything within the rhythmic 
sphere merges into its pattern.  Psychological borders give way as well as physical.  
Labor demands that the laborer submit to the rhythm of her work and this evacuation of 
agency, along with the timelessness of the moment, leaves the laborer in a Zen-like state.  
In this scene, Tess is milking one of a seemingly endless line of cows, her head turned to 
the side, her cheek pressed against the body of the cow: 
[Sunlight] shown flat upon her pink-gowned form, and her white curtain-bonnet, and 
upon her profile, rendering it dazzlingly keen as a cameo cut from the dun background of 
the cow […]  The absolute stillness of her head and features was remarkable; she might 
have been in a trance, her eyes open, yet unseeing.  Nothing in the picture moved but Old 
Pretty’s tail and Tess’s pink hands, the latter so gently as to be a rhythmic pulsation only, 
as if she were obeying a reflex stimulus, like a beating heart. (150) 
 
Like the scene in which Tess looks down on the dairy before descending into the valley, 
the light and color of the scene are more than the eye can take in, though now it is only 
the reader who perceives the “dazzlingly keen” description.  Tess’s eyes are “unseeing,” 
and rather than existing as an observer she is subsumed into the moment through her 
rhythmic labor.  With the rest of existence reduced to stillness, all movement in the scene 
is concentrated into the tiny motions of Tess’s milking.  The borders of the two creatures 
fade, as if they were cut from the same material.  Or rather, as the description expands, as 
if they were one organism, held together by the same animating heartbeat.  The merger 
that we observe from without appears to be occurring within.  The rhythm overwhelms 
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Tess, gently eases away her agency, and leaves her “obeying” its motions rather than 
creating them.   
As her narrative grows more painful and the trajectory of her doom more 
insistent, Tess cherishes all the more the ability to suspend momentarily the plight of 
individual life.  The labor she engages in also intensifies.  It becomes more physically 
demanding and its pace increases, as if to counter the increased momentum of the plot.  
When Angel abandons her, Tess is forced to seek work on a “starve acre farm” in 
Flintcomb-Ash.  The field labor is harrowing, and merger with the environment takes the 
form of being drenched with rain and permeated by cold.  Yet more demanding is the 
work of feeding a threshing machine, which vibrates so violently that it makes the very 
air seem to quiver, and its endless shaking “thrill[s] Tess to the very marrow” (106).  
Still, however, the agonizing work offers relief: fieldwork renders Tess and her friend 
“unconscious of the forlorn aspect they bore in the landscape,” and leaves them “not 
thinking of the justice or injustice of their lot” (285).  Even at the reaping machine she 
exists in a “reverie” and when Alec harasses her, the narrator notes that “by going on 
with her work she felt better able to keep him outside her emotions” (108). 
There is a frightening destruction to the poetic moments, but such destruction is 
simultaneously relief if to be a coherent subject can only be painful.  “To her and her 
like,” the narrator says of Tess, “birth itself was an ordeal of degrading personal 
compulsion, whose gratuitousness nothing in the result seemed to justify” (357).  Being 
brought into conscious existence in this world is itself injurious.  To be the “primary 
actor” of one’s existence is to suffer.  Labor is thus no mere diversion, either for Tess or 
for the reader, but a form of resistance against the narrative.  Through constant, rhythmic 
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action, Tess ceases to be an actor, and ceases to be an object on which the narrative can 
act.   
Moreover, to be the primary actor of Tess’s existence is to suffer still more 
intensely.  Shortly after she encounters her mother at the laundry tub, Tess meets the first 
of her life’s many tragedies.  When her family’s livelihood is threatened, Tess goes to 
seek relief from relations.  Her supposed cousin Alec D’Urberville harasses and 
eventually seduces or rapes her, and she returns to her family’s home, unwed, to give 
birth to a child.  Intensely miserable, she hides herself in her parent’s home as months 
pass.  Tess is now a fallen woman, and she can no more un-make this identity than she 
can undo the past events from which it has sprung.  A fallen woman is her narrative.  If 
she can have no other life—if she can be nothing else within this representational 
structure—then she will choose to be nothing, or as close to nothing as she can possibly 
be.  She learns, while still in seclusion, to “hit to a hair’s-breadth that moment of evening 
when the light and the darkness are so evenly balanced that the constraint of day and the 
suspense of night neutralize each other, leaving absolute mental liberty.  It is then that the 
plight of being alive becomes attenuated to its least possible dimensions” (85). 
When she must again return to the world, it is harvest time, and she turns to the 
labor of reaping to dissolve her sense of self as much as is possible.  We are, as always, 
removed from her experience but in this scene, though we are made aware of our position 
in the prose narrative, the entire narrative structure that has led us to this moment 
collapses.  When the scene begins, a reaping machine has already passed through a field.  
Workers begin to make their way through the field to collect the fallen grain and bind it 
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in sheaves.  As the narrator focuses his interest on Tess, however, description shifts into 
the present tense. 
Her binding proceeds with clocklike monotony.  From the sheaf last finished, she 
draws a handful of ears, patting their tips with her left palm to bring them even.  
Then stooping low she moves forward, gathering the corn with both hands against 
her knees, and pushing her left gloved hand under the bundle to meet the right on 
the other side, holding the corn in an embrace like that of a lover. (88) 
 
The syntax of this description mimics the temporal contradiction of repetitive 
labor: constant movements repeated over time produce a sense of time standing still.  The 
description is a series of present-tense verbs, eleven in all, and though so much action 
should carry the narrative forward, it does the opposite, for each new verb positions us, 
again and again, in the present moment.  The time of reading expands and the lines of 
text roll on, but because there is no grammatical marker of this, and no progress of plot, 
the time of the world described appears suspended.  
Stepping back from the scene, the narrator meditates that a woman laboring in a 
field “becomes part and parcel of outdoor nature, and is not merely an object set down 
therein as at ordinary times… a field-woman is a portion of the field; she has somehow 
lost her own margin, imbibed the essence of her surrounding, and assimilated herself with 
it” (88).  That loss of margin occurs in the rhythmic time of field labor.  Tess’s body, the 
grain, the soil in which it grows, and everything in her consciousness merge into the 
rhythm of reaping.  More than any other scene of labor in the novel, this one insists on 
the unity of the moment.  The very act of reaping is an act of interpenetration of human 
and natural world.  The harvest begins with what is called “opening” the field, in which 
laborers hand-cut a lane to the center of the field.  In turn, the laboring body is opened by 
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the field, as Tess’s heavy glove is gradually drawn away from her sleeve until her skin is 
bared.  The rough edges of the grain scrape against her until she bleeds.   
The moment of reaping is not a denial of or escape from the narrative.  On the 
contrary, in this moment, all of the fallen woman narrative rushes into the present 
moment: there is the body, in hands and palms and knees; there is the gender, marked in 
pronouns; there is the embrace, that central act; and there is the lover, the act embodied.  
Tess’s figure is associated with eroticism, and also with the injury or opening of the 
body.  Narrative time allows for a certain interpretation of the relations among these 
components; indeed, allows for them all to be separate components.  Here within the 
poetic moment, however, these components condense.  A sense of eroticism pervades the 
union, but there is no agent or even object on which it centers.  Instead, it is strangely 
diffuse, attached no more to the female body in the scene than it is to the field of grain.  
Moreover, the same is true of the uneasiness that the images of rupture and blood 
produce.  We cannot attribute to any clear agent the fact of Tess’s broken skin; nor is 
there any way to connect, or disconnect, the violated body and the eroticism of the 
moment. 
Standing outside the rhythmic temporality, the reader is conscious of both the 
novelistic and poetic nature of the moment.  Poetic form deforms narrative, merging 
linear time into a single point.  The protagonist dissolves into unrecoverable description.  
Even the narrator’s prose cannot quite grasp Tess in its summation of the moment, and 
must settle for a statement about a generalized “field-woman.”  We cannot share Tess’s 
experience; instead we have a vision of a vanished social subject on which narrative, and 
its attending ideology, cannot act.  The narrative will, of course, reform and reassert 
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itself, almost before we fully understand its absence.  Only for a moment does poetry 
swallow up the novel.  On the other hand, the novel is brim-full of poetry. 
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